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Introduction
Over the last five years, policy and scholarly debates have
focused a great deal of attention on a group called the
"underclass." During 1987 and 1988, the Office of the
Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation (ASPE) of
the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services commissioned ten papers on the underclass in hope of informing this debate. The six papers commissioned in 1987 were
empirical explorations of various issues related to under-

class behavior and concentration. Because it was felt that
these papers would not necessarily provide a unifying conceptual base to guide policy discussions to deal with the
underclass, four theoretical models were commissioned the
following year.
In March 1990, ASPE and the Joint Center for Political and
Economic Studies (JCPES) cosponsored a forum at which
these papers were presented and discussed. The conference
was organized to follow a series of smaller conferences and
workshops covering various aspects of the underclass,
sponsored over a period of several years by JCPES. It also
followed a much more comprehensive conference on the
"truly disadvantaged," jointly sponsored by the Social Science Research Council and the Center for Urban Affairs
and Policy Research at Northwestern University in October
1989.'
The series of conferences and attendant papers were a
significant investment in an important line of research on
low-income people and the neighborhoods in which they
live. This article is an attempt to synthesize what we have
learned from ASPE's share of the research. While it deals

primarily with the conference papers and discussions, it
also draws on a few scholarly materials which have become
public since then. This synthesis is motivated by a belief
that one of ASPE's primary roles is to try to inform the
public debate on important social issues and to enhance
public policy resear~h.~
ASPE's general interest in research on the underclass was
reflected in the following questions, raised in the solicitations of research studies and conference agenda:
Is "underclass" a useful concept?
What have we learned about the underclass?
Does the concept of neighborhood concentration bring
anything new to the discussion of poverty? How do
neighborhoods and neighbors influence individual
behavior?
What have we learned that is policy relevant? What
does the research tell us that could lead to policy
prescriptions?
In this article, I examine what we have learned in answer to
these questions. I look in turn at definitions, paradigms
used for analyses, findings, avenues for future policy research, and the question of whether policy prescriptions
flow from what we have learned.

Definition of the underclass
The current discussion of the ghetto poor and the underclass started in the early 1980s. The fact that recent debate
was initiated by a journalist, Ken Auletta, may account for
some of the ambiguity about its definition.' The "underclass" is certainly related to Karl Marx's "lumpen proletariat," Edward Banfield's "lower class," Michael Hamngton's "other America," Oscar Lewis's "culture of poverty,"
and Elliot Liebow's "Talley's ~ o r n e r . " ~
William Julius Wilson defines the underclass as
that heterogeneous grouping of families and individuals
who are outside the mainstream of the American occupational system. Included . . . are individuals who lack
training and skills and either experience long-term unemployment or are not members of the labor force,
individuals who are engaged in street crime and other
forms of aberrant behavior, and families that experience
long-term spells of poverty and/or welfare dependen~y.~
Wilson has done much of the seminal thinking on this topic.
He is at present carrying out a very large study, Urban
Family Life (UFL) in Chicago, supported in part by ASPE.
The project is probably the most comprehensive effort yet
undertaken to study the underclass. It includes a household
survey, ethnographic work, and studies of institutions and
administrative data.

Wilson is now promoting a definition of the underclass
developed by Martha Van Haitsma, who defines the underclass as "those persons who are weakly connected to the
formal labor force and whose social context tends to maina definition that
tain or further weaken this atta~hment,"~
requires an explanation of the terms "labor force attachment" and "social context." In her conceptual definition of
"labor force attachment," Van Haitsma uses a structural
concept, stability, or the likelihood that the income will
continue, and a normative concept, the social acceptability
of the work. She defines "social context" as the household,
neighborhood, and social network in which the individual
is embedded.
Her definition places a heavy emphasis on low income as a
result of low labor force participation and the structural
forces that lead to low participation. In effect, she subordinates such behaviors as dropping out of school, teenage
childbearing, criminal activity, and welfare dependency to
their impact on labor force participation and the income
derived from it. Work outside the home is the only outcome
valued in her theory. (Work in the home-parenting-is
missing from her equation.)
Other scholars, notably Erol Ricketts and Isabel Sawhill,
have approached the problem of conceptualizing (or
operationalizing Wilson's definition of) the underclass
with even less emphasis on poverty. Instead they use a
cluster of behaviors (and assumed attitudes) that are considered outside today's middle-class social norms, according to which young people complete high school, delay
childbearing until they are able to support their offspring,
work or are supported by a spouse, and obey the law.7
Poverty is highly associated with the underclass because it
is related to the structural and behavioral variables used.
Poverty may be temporary or persistent over a person's
lifetime or across generations. It is generally accepted,
however, that not all the poor are members of the underclass and not all the members of the underclass are poor.
Furthermore, the behavioral norms used vary over time and
from one social group to another. Out-of-wedlock
childbearing is a good example: the incidence has changed
dramatically over the last several decades. Births to unmarried women are now commonplace among some groups
while remaining outside the social norm for others.
Another way of looking at a particular behavior associated
with the underclass at a static point in time, such as out-ofwedlock childbearing, is the probability that it is related to
other factors, such as lack of education, unemployment, or
low income; and these in turn are related to both individual
choices and larger community structural force^.^ Unfortunately, our measurement techniques at present are not up to
the task of determining primary causes of particular behaviors, so we cannot yet separate those who are part of the
structural underclass through no fault of their own (the poor
deserving of concern and support) from those whose own
actions bring about their categorization (the undeserving

poor). It could be the case that for most members of the
underclass, their choices are so limited by structural factors
beyond their control-poor parents, poor schools, lack of
jobs, no marriageable men, etc.-that for all intents and
purposes they have no choices to make. This too begs the
point, since not all people born into the same terrible ghetto
situations choose underclass behaviors. Trying to place
individuals into "deserving" and "undeserving" pigeonholes, however, is a futile exercise because life is not static;
it is a string of situations and choices with varying degrees
of freedom and determinism.
The definitions suggest that two broad social science camps
are involved in this discussion: structuralists and
behavioralists. The structuralists, such as Wilson and
Douglas Massey, who tend to be sociologists, have defined
the issue in terms of broad societal forces that are causing
neighborhoods to deteriorate and leaving their inhabitants
minimal opportunities to achieve a reasonable standard of
l i ~ i n gSometimes
.~
they have left it somewhat ambiguous
how their theories could be tested empirically.1°
Behaviorialists, such as Sawhill, Ricketts, Ronald Mincy,
and others, who tend to be economists (although Ricketts is
a sociologist), have focused on individuals and categorized
them on the basis of groups of behaviors. This work has
been descriptive in nature and empirically based for the
most part; but the behavioralists have not articulated an
overarching theory beyond the standard economic theory of
utility maximization under uncertainty and constraints.
Discussion of the underclass is further confused by differences between definitions used for theoretical, journalistic,
and rhetorical purposes, and operational definitions used to
study the underclass or empirically test hypotheses about it.
Generally, the operational definitions have been arbitrary,
driven by the available data. For example, although criminal activity and drug use are often associated with the
underclass, Ricketts and Sawhill did not use them in their
analysis of underclass areas, because there are no measures
of these activities in the decennial data sets they used. In
addition, their unit of analysis was not an individual but a
geographic area-a
census tract-where a significantly
higher proportion than average of all the factors were
present.
Scholars also have differed in their means of measuring the
extent to which a neighborhood may be categorized as
underclass. Some measure the proportion of individuals in
poverty ," others use a significant deviation from a number
of behavior norms in an areal designation such as census
tract or a zip code.I2 Still others prefer the boundaries
defined by the inhabitants of the neighborhood.13
In general, we see that the underclass has been defined in
three ways: (1) a geographic concentration of individuals
with some characteristic associated with the underclass,
such as poverty; (2) common occurrence in a given locale
of several forms of behavior associated with the under-
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class-weak labor force attachment, dependency on welfare, teenage pregnancy, dropping out of school, and criminal activity; and (3) the persistence of these behaviors
across two or more generations.14 That is, the underclass is
associated with large numbers (or percentages) of people
with one or more dysfunctional characteristics living in
particular areas, sharing their dysfunctional traits with their
parents or having them for an extended period, or having
several of the behaviors simultaneously during their lifetime. "Underclass," however, is no more precise than
"middle class," as in "middle-class values," or "rich," as in
"soak the rich," an expression heard during the 1990 tax
debates. The underclass appears to be, like beauty, in the
eye of the beholder: People do not know how to define it
precisely, but think they know it when they see it.
None of the papers examined the trends in the growth of the
underclass, but other works have shown that, however defined, the underclass increased from 1970 to 1980, and in
1980 between one and two million people could be characterized as members of the underclass living in underclass
areas.15

How an underclass person or neighborhood is defined,
however, dramatically affects estimated prevalence. For
example, Table 1, prepared by Hill and O'Neill (paper 3),
presents data from the National Longitudinal Survey of
Youth (NLSY) showing the percentage of youth who meet
several underclass neighborhood or behavioral definitions.16The proportion of young men and women of different racial-ethnic categories living in underclass areas varied significantly by the number of variables used and by
whether the person was white or not. Approximately 40 to
45 percent of blacks and Hispanics lived in areas of high
welfare concentration. For whites it was about 5 percent.
The percentages of black, Hispanic, and white youth living
in areas of high poverty concentration were about one-half
the figures for welfare concentration.

were lower yet for whites (1 percent or less), using areal or
personal outcomes. These data show that no matter how
you define the underclass (by area or behavior), on average,
many underclass people are living next door to neighbors
who cannot be so categorized, and the more traits used
simultaneously to define members of the underclass, the
rarer they become. These data also show the very different
experiences of whites, blacks, and Hispanics. Whites have
a lower prevalence of underclass behaviors and are much
less likely to live in underclass areas.

Conference discussion
Lack of agreement of definitions of the underclass, failure
to operationalize theoretical statements, and differing perspectives have led to significant communication problems
within the scholarly community and between the research
and public policy communities. The conference gave ample
evidence of these problems from the opening remarks
through and including the wrap-up. Martin Gerry, the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, during his
introductory remarks addressed two concerns: blaming the
victim and statistical discrimination.

When an operational definition used three or four variables
simultaneously to classify an underclass person on the basis
of personal behaviors (time out of the labor force, failure to
complete high school, and time in jail), or an area, based on
high concentration of people with underclass characteristics, the figures dropped dramatically, to about 3 percent
for blacks. For Hispanics the proportions were slightly
higher in areal concentrations (about 4 percent), and lower
for personal outcomes (about 1 percent). The percentages

Table 1
Prevalence of Underclass Status among Youth in the NLSY
Living with Their Families and in SMSAs in 1979

Underclass Definition

Black

Men
Hispanic

White

Black

Women
Hispanic

White

Zip rode characteristics
% in areas with a high concentration ofa
Welfare families
Families in poverty
Ricketts-Sawhill characteristics
Personal outcomes
% men with
A high proportion of low-work yearsb
And a high school dropout
And a high school dropout and ever
in jail
% women with
A high proportion of years with low
work and welfare receiptC
And high school dropout
And high school dropout and
teen mother
Source: M. Anne Hill and June O'Neill, "Underclass Behaviors in the United States: Measurement and Analysis of Determinants," City University of New
York, March 1990. (Paper 3.)
a These areas are neighborhoods scoring a standard deviation above the weighted mean in the characteristic indicated. The Ricketts-Sawhill measure counts
an area as underclass if it scores high on the incidence of welfare families, female household heads, high school dropouts, and men out of the labor force (see
Erol Ricketts and lsabel Sawhill, "Defining and Measuring the Underclass," Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, 7 [Winter 19881, 3 16-325).

"Low-work years" refers to youth who worked fewer than 26 weeks per year for more than 42.4 percent of potential years since age 19, when they were not
enrolled in school. not in the army, and not in jail.
"Low work and welfare receipt" refers to women who received welfare for more than two months and worked fewer than 26 weeks for more than 19.8
percent of potential years since age 19.

I come to today's discussion with an open mind, tempered of course by my own experience, but concerned
about the growing tendency to use the concept of the
underclass to "pathologize" individuals and families in
poverty. While there may be important insights gained
from projecting characteristics onto a group based on
aggregate data, it is equally important to recognize the
wide variety of individual patterns related to such characteristics.
"Blaming the victim" suggests that people use "underclass"
to label groups of people pejoratively on the basis of dysfunctional behavior over which the people so labeled have
no control. "Statistical discrimination" occurs when one
assumes that the underclass is very homogeneous and quite
distinct from the nonunderclass. Individuals are then classified as belonging to the underclass on the basis of a small
number of characteristics, on their address, or their appearance.'' Kathryn Neckerman and Joleen Kirschenman report
an example of this problem when employers stereotype
particular applicants for jobs on the basis of assumed group
behavior.l8 The fuzzy nature of the underclass concept may
contribute to both blaming the victim and statistical discrimination.
Herbert Gans expressed these same concerns while participating in the conference, as well as in several papers.I9
Wilson recently discussed concerns about "blaming the
victim." He devoted a substantial portion of his presidential
address at the 1990 annual meeting of the American Sociological Association to responding to Gans. He cautioned
against a situation similar to the period after the Moynihan
Report on the black family was published in the middle
1960s, when some scholars shied away from poverty research to protect themselves from charges of racism.20
Summing up the conference, Christopher Jencks addressed
the lack of definitional clarity. He expressed the opinion
that the concept of underclass, like class, is useful in some
situations and not others. It is useful in lunchroom discussions. It gives one a sense of ordering individuals or families along some composite measure that has to do with
financial, human, social, and cultural capital. When it
comes to empirically testing hypotheses, we must be precise in our definitions. Disagreements about operationalizing variables for empirical work should not be seen as
damaging the value of the theoretical formulations.
Fuzziness is not necessarily harmful; it depends on the
situation and the alternatives.
Jencks also reiterated a caveat that has motivated his writings in this area: we should not talk about the various
underclass behaviors as if they all have the same causes and
consequences. "Nobody really believes that the process of
getting pregnant is the same as the process of mugging
s~mebody."~'
Furthermore, these phenomena call for very
different policy prescriptions.

On the positive side, however, Jencks also pointed out that
study of the underclass is bringing together scholars who
have tended to compartmentalize themselves into their own
little cottage industries, carrying out research about single
dependent variables associated with only one of the patterns of behavior used to discuss the underclass+.g., welfare dependency, weak labor force attachment, crime. Research on the underclass has encouraged people to look at
interactions of these behaviors and whether their effects are
even more pronounced when geographic concentration is
incorporated into the analysis.

What have we learned from this line of
research on the underclass?
Short abstracts of the ten conference papers are presented in
the accompanying box. This section attempts to synthesize
hypotheses which seem to emerge from these ten papers
and the conference discussion. It is organized around the
primary themes used to define the underclass: neighborhood concentration of people with underclass behaviors,
persistence of an underclass behavior, and specific patterns
of behavior.

Neighborhood concentration of underclass members
Does "neighborhood" and/or "concentration" add to our
understanding? How might concentration of those with
underclass characteristics (however defined) come about?
Is it related to in-migration of underclass individuals or outmigration of the nonunderclass? Does level of concentration affect behavior, values, attitudes, or preferences of the
residents in the neighborhood? If so, how? Are individual
racial-ethnic groups affected differently? Does a neighborhood just gradually get worse as the percentage of residents
with underclass behaviors increases; or does it suddenly get
significantly worse when the percentage or number of
underclass residents reaches a critical mass?
Three of the theoretical papers deal with these issues. All
three are written from the behavioralist perspective.
Jorge Martinez-Vazquez and Rubin Saposnik (paper 9) hypothesize that when income opportunities can come from
both conventional (legal) and unconventional sources,
when utility is a function of real income and psychic income related to one's social standing with others, and when
the price to the individual of conventional or unconventional behavior is inversely related to the local concentration of that sort of behavior-then, underclass behavior,
however defined, is more attractive the higher the concentration of underclass individuals in the neighborhood.
Regarding criminal behavior, if police resources are relatively fixed and the probability of being apprehended
decreases with the number of criminals operating in a

(Text continued on p. 9 )

Conference Papers
1990 ASPE-JCPES Conference on the Underclass
To obtain copies of these papers, contact the authors or the Policy Information Center, Office of the Assistant Secretary for
Planning and Evaluation, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, (202) 245-6445.

Empirical studies

1. Mary Corcoran, Roger Gordon, Deborah Laren,
and Gary Solon, "Effects of Family and Community
Background on Men's Economic Status," University
of Michigan, February 1989. (This is the paper that
was delivered at the conference.)
This study uses intergenerational data from the Panel
Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) to investigate the
effects of family and community background on men's
economic status. It is distinguished from most previous
studies by its emphasis on a comprehensive set of community influences and on influences from poverty and
welfare use. It finds substantial disadvantages in economic status for black men, men from lower-income
families, and men from welfare-dependent families or
communities. Otherwise, not much evidence of community influences is found. The lack of results may be due
to the grossness of the geographic measures of community variables.

Mary Corcoran, "Problems of the Underclass:
Underclass Neighborhoods and Intergenerational
Poverty and Dependency," University of Michigan.
(This paper was commissioned but will not be available
until the fall of 1991.)
This project examines how community disadvantages
hinder children's future economic prospects. It uses data
from the PSID augmented with data on neighborhood
characteristics measured at the census-tract level. It investigates eight family and neighborhood factors (education, labor supply, timing of marriage, timing of fertility, marital instability, welfare dependence, number of
children, and socioeconomic structure of the community
in which the young adult lived after leaving home) that
affect young adults' economic outcomes. A sorting
model, an incremental model, and an epidemic model,
all of which illustrate the causes and consequences of
increases in concentrations of poverty and other social
ills, are examined.

2. Peter Gottschalk, "Is Intergenerational Correlation in Welfare Participation across Generations
Spurious?" Boston College, November 1990.
Gottschalk focuses on the perceived relationship in welfare status between mothers and daughters. A presumption exists that the propensity for a daughter to receive

welfare reflects tastes for welfare passed on from generation to generation. Three questions are addressed: (1)
How large is the correlation between mother's and
daughter's welfare experience? (2) Does the relationship
reflect similar constraints or similar tastes? (3) Does
evidence exist to show that this correlation reflects a
causal relationship; does the act of accepting welfare
alter the tastes that are transmitted to the next generation? The PSLD is used to generate descriptive tables and
to estimate the model. The analysis confirms an
intergenerational relationship between welfare use of
mothers and daughters. It leaves unanswered the reason
for the association. Is the daughter's behavior an effect
of the mother's attitudes and actions, or is there a correlation with other variables that both share which have
not been studied, or are there other explanations?

3. M. Anne Hill and June O'Neill, "Underclass Behaviors in the United States: Measurement and
Analysis of Determinants," City University of New
York, March 1990.
This project develops measures of the incidence of
underclass behaviors among a sample population and
applies various multidimensional indices of underclass
status in classifying individuals. It measures how this
incidence varies by race, ethnicity, geographic area, and
whether the individual came from an underclass background. The study uses data from the Youth Cohort of
the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY) and
matches it with census zip code file data. It attempts to
identify the important specific determinants of underclass status, whether defined by residence in a neighborhood with a high concentration of individuals with certain characteristics or by classifying individuals with a
cluster of certain behaviors. It examines several broad
categories of explanatory variables in relation to many
kinds of underclass behaviors: weak labor force attachment, welfare dependence, out-of-wedlock childbearing, criminal involvement, and low educational attainment. Among various speculations about the important
determinants of underclass behavior, two are tested: the
Wilson hypothesis
and the Murray. hypothesis.
William
~.
~.
Julius Wilson proposes that lack of labor market opportunities is responsible for low rates of labor force attachment among minority men. Charles Murray proposes

Conference Papers, Cont.
that the availability of welfare benefits is the dominant
factor responsible for low rates of labor force attachment
among minority men.
4. Shelly Lundberg and Robert Plotnick, "Testing
the Opportunity Cost Hypothesis of Teenage Out-ofWedlock Childbearing," University of Washington,
1990.
This study addresses the causes and consequences of
premarital childbearing among adolescents. The report
estimates the effect of early childbearing on adult
wages, both within and outside of marriage, relative to
remaining childless as a teenager. It also estimates the
effects of teenage fertility and marital outcomes on earnings. Several measures of welfare benefits are developed, which affect the net income losses associated with
premarital childbearing. In addition, various indices of
the costs and availability of abortion and family planning services are developed. The primary data base used
for the study is the NLSY. Welfare policy, abortion, and
family planning variables are gathered from published
sources and appended to the NLSY records. Because
race and ethnic differences in rates of premarital
childbearing are large and of interest, separate analyses
are conducted for whites, blacks, and Hispanics. Alternative fertility and marriage choices during teen years
are found to affect future wages and mamage probabilities: (1) For a white female adolescent, having a child as
a teenager reduces long-term potential earnings by 10
percent to 15 percent. (2) For a black female adolescent,
having a child as a teenager, whether premaritally or
postmaritally, tends to increase potential earnings by 10
percent to 30 percent. The estimates for Hispanics are
unstable, possibly as a consequence of the small sample
sizes in the early childbearing groups, and could not be
verified by this analysis. The study finds mixed results
as to whether potential opportunity costs influence teen
fertility choices.

5. Mercer L. Sullivan, "Patterns of AFDC Use in a
Comparative Ethnographic Study of Young Fathers
and Their Children in Three Low-Income Neighborhoods," Vera Institute, June 1990.
This study examines the relationships between minority
status, concentrated poverty, abortion and marriage decisions, out-of-wedlock childbearing, and enrollment in
AFDC. Young fathers were interviewed in three predominantly white, Latino, and black low-income neighborhoods in Brooklyn, New York. Data from the 1980
census were examined; and abortion and birth records
were analyzed of teenage females living in these areas

from 1985 to 1987. Whites are found to be most likely to
choose abortions, followed closely by blacks. Latinos
are far less likely to choose abortion. Nearly threefourths of Medicaid recipients choose not to have abortions, while more than three-fourths of those not receiving Medicaid choose abortion. In response to teenage
pregnancy, most of the fathers in the predominantly
white and Latino communities marry after the pregnancy is discovered but before the child's birth. The
black community chooses not to marry. Latinos and
blacks are less likely to marry than whites, and blacks
are less likely to marry than Latinos. AFDC levels are
about 50 percent for the two minority neighborhoods
and 10 percent for the white neighborhood. The study
concludes that (1) the white neighborhood's low rates of
AFDC enrollment are due to the young fathers' abilities
to find jobs and apartments for their families; (2) the
lack of marriage in the black community allows fathers
to supplement the AFDC payments to their families, but
these arrangements tend to be highly unstable; (3) the
need for AFDC in the Latino community relates to high
levels of poverty and lack of access to employment but
conflicts with cultural emphasis on marriage and legal
paternity, which makes AFDC eligibility more difficult.

6. Mark Testa and Marilyn Krogh, "Nonmarital Parenthood, Male Joblessness and AFDC Participation
in Inner-City Chicago," University of Chicago, 1990.
This report uses data from the 1987 Urban Family Life
project directed by William Julius Wilson to study
nonmarital parenthood by examining initial marital, parental, and welfare transitions of people ages 18 to 44 in
inner-city Chicago. Findings include the following: The
risks of becoming a parent are the same for stably employed and chronically unemployed black males, but
black women's work status and school status strongly
affect their risks of becoming premaritally pregnant.
Black men who are stably employed are twice as likely
to marry as black men who are not in school, not in the
military, and not at work. The decline in marriage
among inner-city blacks is not due simply to increases in
the proportion of black males who are jobless; rather, it
is concentrated among the chronically jobless. Racial
differences in male employment status, however, cannot
account for the racial differences in postconception marriage rates in inner-city Chicago. Finally, mothers who
are married at the birth of their first child are significantly less likely to receive AFDC than mothers who are
unmarried, but these effects even out when marital dissolutions that occur after the child's birth are taken into
account.

Conference Papers, Cont.
Theoretical studies

7 . William A. Darity, Jr., Samuel L. Myers, Jr., William J. Sobol, and Emmett Carson, "How Useful Is
the Black Underclass? Critical Essays on Social Science and Methodology," University of Maryland,
November 1990.
Literature reviews and economic analyses are used to
examine (1) structural versus behavioral explanations
for the growth of the underclass; (2) deviant behavior
and crime; (3) historical considerations of family instability among blacks; (4) the effects of welfare and criminal violence on female-headed families; (5) the role of
courts in shaping the family structure of black families
in America; and (6) the usefulness of the underclass
concept for public policymaking. The study finds that
behaviorally based notions of the black underclass are
not useful in understanding family instability and crime;
racial classifications may be more appropriate for understanding specific aspects of underclass behavior. Central
to an understanding of the rise in female-headed families
and the escalation of violent crime among blacks are the
diminishing value of black labor and the marginalization
of blacks located at the bottom of society. The unwantedness of blacks at the bottom of the ladder manifests itself in declining labor force participation, increasing criminal violence, withdrawal from the productive
spheres of life, reductions in the supply of marriageable
males, and increases in female headship.

8. Scott Freeman, Jeffrey Grogger, and Jon
Sonstelie, "The Concentration of Crime and Underclass Neighborhoods," University of California,
Santa Barbara, January 1990.
This study addresses reasons why crime concentrates in
certain neighborhoods even though adjacent neighborhoods may be crime free; and why crime concentrates in
poor neighborhoods rather than in wealthy areas where
potential rewards would appear greater. Attention is
given to the way the choices of individuals to work or
engage in crime give rise to underclass areas. The report
examines a model of the distribution of crime between
two hypothetical communities with originally identical
populations, given fixed police expenditures. The model
offers an explanation for the rapid deterioration of some
neighborhoods. It demonstrates how the recessions of
the 1970s (which lowered wages) and crack cocaine
trade in the 1980s (which increased the returns to crime)
may have greatly accelerated the development of underclass areas. Differing assumptions are applied to the
model to encompass many circumstances.

9. Jorge Martinez-Vazquez and Rubin Saposnik, "A
Contagion Model of Underclass Neighborhoods,"
Georgia State University, 1990.
This research investigates theories regarding the infectious aspects of underclass neighborhoods. The paper
presents a basic behavioral model and both analytical
and simulation solutions for the growth of the underclass
in a single neighborhood. The model illustrates how
areas can become underclass neighborhoods and how
underclass behavior may affect all individuals in the
neighborhood. The paper also attempts to show how the
growth of the underclass depends on underlying socioeconomic parameters; and it analyzes the impact of migration on the concentration of the underclass in particular neighborhoods. (This study also includes an
extensive review of the underclass literature, authored
by David L. Sjoquist.)

10. Douglas A. Wolf, Rebecca Clark, and Vicki
Freedman, "Modeling the Growth of the Underclass:
Neighborhood Effects and Neighborhood Dynamics," Urban Institute, May 1990.
This study examines how a person's neighborhood influences hisher decisions. Models of underclass behavior are formulated. The behavior includes crime, welfare
dependency, joblessness, teenage pregnancy, child
abuse, and other dysfunctional activities. A review of
the literature on the topic reveals that research has made
little progress in specifying how neighborhood effects
operate. The decision to drop out of high school is then
used to propose three mechanisms through which a
person's neighborhood shapes hisher decisions:
1. The informational model. Observation of the actions
taken by others, and of the consequences of those actions, leads to the formation of expectations regarding
the consequences of one's own actions.
2. The preference formation model. The more prevalent
nonnormative behavior is in one's immediate social setting, the higher a person ranks such behavior in his own
preference structure.
3. Rewards and sanctions model. One's taste for alternate behaviors is not influenced by the actions of others,
but one's costs and benefits of taking those actions are.
The study finds the strongest support for the first model.
It also points out that if neighborhoods affect people's
decisions, then people's decisions help define the context in which the decisions of others are made.

(Continuedfrom p. 5)

neighborhood, then Scott Freeman, Jeffrey Grogger, and
Jon Sonstelie (paper 8) hypothesize that (1) crime will
concentrate in poor neighborhoods; (2) victims and perpetrators will both generally be poor; and (3) noncriminal
residents of those neighborhoods will be less likely to work
and invest in education than their counterparts in other
neighborhoods. Furthermore, they predict that if neighborhoods that have been segregated by race-ethnicity (which is
not correlated with ability) are opened up through a reduction in discriminatory housing practices, then higher-abilitythigher-income residents will tend to move out, even
after paying rent premiums for crime-free areas. In addition, their model predicts that when housing stock is variable, the differential between rents in crime-ridden and
crime-free areas will lead to a decline in housing stock in
the crime-ridden areas. Harry Holzer, one of the discussants, questioned the hypotheses and concluded that the
relative magnitude of these effects would be minor compared to other factors.22
Douglas A. Wolf, Rebecca Clark, and Vicki Freedman
(paper 10) discuss the mechanisms that might operate if
concentrated behavior is more influential on individuals
than dispersed behavior. They present three possibilities:
an information model whereby observation of others' actions and resulting consequences influences one's own expectations; preference formation, which is an imitative,
adaptive evolution of tastes based on the prevalence of peer
behavior in one's immediate social setting; and a rewards
and sanctions model, where the personal costs and benefits
of one's actions are influenced by the behavior of otherse.g., peer pressure. They mention that in measuring these
influences, researchers must be cognizant of whether their
variables measure influences close to the individual's
home-neighborhood
or peers-or
more global influences-metropolitan or larger geographic forces. They also
point out that if neighborhoods affect people's behavior,
then there is a reciprocity such that one's behavior exerts an
influence on others. They conclude that these are important, testable formulations for future rational choice models
though they have not performed empirical verification2'
Their paper also links their theoretical formulation to the
work of Charles F. Manski and Peter A. S t r e ~ f e r tIf
. ~the
~
underclass consists of those who remain in a neighborhood
when others migrate out, this selection process may lead
those who remain to have a negative bias in their perception
of opportunities for success. The underclass, as a result of
selective out-migration, may underestimate the opportunities for and rewards to more middle-class behavior.
The empirical work of M. Anne Hill and June O'Neill
(paper 3) bridges the work of structuralists and behavioralists. In addition, it uses both spatial concentration and
clusters of behaviors to analyze the underclass. A number
of explanatory variables are explored in their analysesindividual, family, neighborhood, city, and state. When

they use multivariate analysis to look at differences in
outcomes for youths living in and outside areas with high
concentrations of welfare families (at least one standard
deviation above the national mean for zip codes), they find
that living in areas with welfare concentration is significantly related to little work experience, poor achievement
scores, and highest grade completed for white men, but not
black men. Welfare concentration is found not to be related
to other dependent variables for the men, such as school
dropout, having been in jail, drug use, or having fathered a
child out of wedlock. For the young black women (but not
young white women), living in a high welfare area is significantly related to out-of-wedlock first births, high school
dropout, having received Aid to Families with Dependent
Children (AFDC), and a large proportion of years during
which they worked little and were heavily dependent on
AFDC.
Mary Corcoran, Roger Gordon, Deborah Laren, and Gary
Solon (paper 1) also look at the influence of family use of
welfare and neighborhood concentration of welfare families on young men's economic status-hours worked and
wage rates. They report that their impression is that after
controlling for other family and community characteristics,
the presence of either family welfare receipt or high community welfare participation rates is associated with negative economic status variables for young men-lower wage
rates and incomes. Other community variables (median
income, male unemployment rate, and percentage of families that are female headed with children) generally show
negligible associations with the wage rates, hours worked,
and income of the young men. In this work, Corcoran and
her colleagues use fairly gross spatial measures, which are
now being refined. Further, they acknowledge that unavoidable measurement error and omitted variables make it
impossible to determine from this research whether there
are welfare "effects."
None of the empirical papers addresses the issues of racial
concentration in ghetto areas or the disadvantage that minorities may suffer from spatial mismatch, as jobs move to
the suburbs, or the skill mismatch caused by the shift from
manufacturing to service industries. William A. Darity, Jr.,
Samuel L. Myers, Jr., William J. Sobol, and Emmett
Carson (paper 7) along with Wilson; Massey, Eggers, and
Denton; Kasarda; and others believe that racial factors contribute greatly to the development of the ~ n d e r c l a s s . ~ ~

New Institute Director
Robert M. Hauser, Vilas Professor of Sociology at the University of Wisconsin-Madison,
became Director of the Institute for Research
on Poverty, July 1, 1991.

It appears that at least one type of neighborhood concentration, people on welfare, is related to a higher prevalence of
other underclass behaviors. But in the results so far, there
does not seem to be a consistent pattern in this relationship
across racial groups and for both sexes. Furthermore, the
empirical studies reported here do not tell us whether the
relationships are associational or causal. Although the theoretical work of Wolf and his associates (paper 10) provides
three or four possibilities (e.g., explanations of how neighborhood concentration of some characteristics might influence an individual's attitudes, preferences, or behaviors),
the empirical work tells us very little about the mechanism
that brings about the changes.

Persistence of underclass characteristics
Peter Gottschalk (paper 2) addresses intergenerational
transmission of welfare dependency. He confirms earlier
work that showed that the grown-up children of welfare
mothers are more likely to be on welfare than the children
of nonwelfare mothers. He worries, however, that earlier
works have not distinguished two possible causes of this
intergenerational transmission: the mother and daughter
share some other characteristics (for example, living in the
same neighborhood) which have an influence on their joint
receipt, or the mother's attitudes and behavior affect the
daughter's behavior.
Obviously, there are policy implications to be drawn from
the conclusion reached. If the fact that a woman receives
welfare increases the likelihood that her daughter will become dependent on welfare, then greater attention should
be paid to changing the mother's status than would be the
case if some other variable, such as the neighborhood, was
causing this intergenerational relationship. If some other
factor causes the correlation, however, then working with
the mother may not affect the behavior of the child. Even if
the association is confirmed between mother's welfare
dependence and subsequent dependence of her child,
Gottschalk points out that we must learn by what means
dependence is established. The mechanisms discussed by
Wolf and his colleagues come to mind: information sharing; adaptive imitation, which could include lower selfesteem and ambition; or peer pressure.26
Hill and O'Neill (paper 3) also find persistence in welfare
receipt across generations. For example, in descriptive
terms, white young women in the NLSY from welfare
families have a 24 percent chance of ever being on welfare;
from a nonwelfare family the probability is 2 percent. Comparable figures for blacks are 42 percent and 15 percent; for
Hispanics, 34 percent and 8 percent. Furthermore, receipt
of welfare is found to be significantly associated with bad
outcomes-dropping out of school, going to jail, increased
proportion of years with little work, and childbearing out of
wedlock-for both black and white young women.
For several variables unrelated to welfare, Hill and O'Neill
also report intergenerational persistence. They find that

women whose mothers had more education have higher
scores on the Armed Forces Qualifications Test (AFQT),
more years of schooling, and are less likely to be high
school dropouts. These findings are strongest for whites
and blacks. For Hispanics, an increase in mothers' education is associated only with the higher AFQT scores.
Corcoran and her coauthors in their study of men's earnings
(paper 1) state, "One of our strongest results is the large
negative association between son's outcomes and welfare
receipt in his family of origin."*' This is not quite analogous
to persistence for women, but it is close.
Mark Testa and Marilyn Krogh also do not directly address
welfare persistence in their analysis of nonmarital parenthood, male joblessness, and AFDC participation in innercity Chicago (paper 6). However, in computing the relative
risks of first AFDC receipt, they look at whether the
subject's family received welfare when she was a child. In
general, they find that, for various racial-ethnic groups, the
likelihood of a daughter participating in AFDC is higher,
but not significantly so, if the family was on welfare when
she was a child.28
Shelly Lundberg and Robert Plotnick deal with the opportunity costs of teenage childbearing (paper 4). They also
estimate the likelihood of several marital and fertility options for a female aged 19 as a function of a number of
variables, including the marital status of her mother when
the daughter was 14. In addition, they predict the probability of a woman being married at age 28, given her maritalfertility status at age 19, as a function of a number of
variables, again including the marital status of her mother
when the daughter was 14.29The probability of the daughter
being married at age 28, regardless of marital-fertility status at age 19, is generally related to mother's marital status
when the daughter was 14. Black and white daughters of
single mothers are less likely to be married than daughters
of married couples.
A new paper by Anne C. Case and Lawrence F. Katz, "The
Company You Keep,"30 is germane to this discussion. It
presents hypotheses which link neighborhood concentration of various behaviors and intergenerational persistence
in a way that seems consistent with the approach used in the
conference papers. Case and Katz discuss how both family
and neighborhood (measured primarily in terms of peers
and local adult role models) affect behavior and outcomes
of disadvantaged youths in Boston. Using the Boston
Youth Survey of 1989, carried out by the National Bureau
of Economic Research (NBER), the researchers look at
three neighborhoods-South
Boston, Dorchester, and
Roxbury. They conclude that "different family background
variables have quite distinct relations with the different
measures of socioeconomic outcomes for the youths in the
sample. In particular, family background variables appear
to be most strongly related to similar variables for youths
and usually not significantly related to other outcome variables when directly related family background variables are

included in the specification. In other words, youths who
had family members in jail when they were being raised are
much more likely to be involved in criminal activity; those
with family members with drug problems are more likely to
use drugs; those with teenage mothers and parents who
were not married are substantially more likely to have
children out of wedlock; and those with more-educated
parents get more ~ c h o o l i n g . "The
~ ~ impact of family background variables appears more complex than simply stating
that "good" families have " g o o d kids and "bad" families
have "bad" kids. They look at behaviors such as crime,
illegal drug use, out-of-wedlock childbearing, idleness,
school completion, and church attendance. After controlling for family background, they find that neighborhood
peers with a high prevalence of a particular behavior appear
to influence youth behavior of the same variety, but neighborhood adults have less influence. They conclude that
their results are consistent with Wilson's emphasis on black
working-class and middle-class role models, but find that
the influences on youth are channeled through the actions
of their peers.
Hill and O'Neill (paper 3) seem to verify persistence in
analogous behavior from one generation to the next. They
use a number of control variables for both young men and
women concerning their parents (e.g., family structure and
schooling for males, and family structure, welfare receipt,
and schooling for females). I looked at their significance
tests and found that for blacks, Hispanics, and whites, both
male and female, relationships were much more likely to be
significant for "like-variablesw-about two-thirds of the
time-than for closely linked "similar" variables, such as
when the mother headed a single-parent family and the
daughter used welfare. These were significant three-fifths
of the time. Relationships between "unlike variables" (e.g.,
mother's schooling and daughter's use of welfare) were
significant only about 15 percent of the time. On the other
hand, when I looked at all the significant results (about onequarter of the cases), they were about equally divided
among the three comparisons of behavior: like, similar, and
unlike.
David Sjoquist, in his review of the underclass literature in
the paper by Martinez-Vazquez and Saposnik (paper 9).
uses a different measure of persistence: not persistence
from one generation to the next but length of time or
percentage of available time that the subject exhibits the
behavior in question. He concludes that "although the
underclass may be persistently poor, the persistently poor
are not necessarily members of the u n d e r ~ l a s s . " ~ ~
This research on both neighborhood concentration and persistence of underclass characteristics seems to be consistent
with an ecological human development perspective. Neighborhood influences operate in ever widening circles from
the local to the global. People are most influenced by family, close friends, and peers, other neighbors and adults, and
various community institutions and societal forces, in that
order. Furthermore, the behavior of one person seems to be

linked to "like behavior" in those associated with that person. The three mechanisms discussed by Wolf, Clark, and
Freedman-information, adaptive imitation, and peer pressure-may
all operate to influence people's (ir)rational
choices. As yet we do not know which mechanism, if any,
is more influential. These factors may have more influence
on youth than on adults. Underclass neighborhoods may be
formed by selective out-migration of the most able. Those
left may be least able, and they may undervalue their (limited) opportunities because they cannot assess what can be
obtained through traditional behavior.
Because most of the conference papers were written from a
behavioralist perspective, sufficient weight has not been
given to the structuralists' view of the importance of structural forces (e.g., the availability of education and jobs) or
their concerns about the changing pattern of the industrial
sector.

Patterns of simultaneous underclass behaviors
Although numerous behaviors are associated with the
underclass, single-parent families, nonmarital childbearing, and welfare uSe are the only set of behaviors addressed
by a significant set of the papers. Lundberg and Plotnick;
Testa and Krogh; Sullivan; Hill and O'Neill; Gottschalk;
and Darity and his coauthors all discuss various aspects of
the fertility-marriage-welfare behavior complex. Only this
constellation of behaviors will be covered in this synthesis.
Nonmarital births are highly associated with AFDC receipt,
long-term welfare dependency, and persistent poverty. Although at any point in time only 10 to 20 percent of AFDC
recipients are teen parents, about one-half of the recipients
had a child when they were in their teens. (One does not
have to look at single parenting as a moral issue or dysfunctional behavior, although many people do. Mamage is
apparently one of the most powerful poverty fighters,
although I know of no research that shows how government
can literally influence individuals to marry one another in
order to combine resources to reduce poverty and welfare
dependence.)
The number of births to teenagers declined from 570,000 in
1977 to 470,000 in 1987, primarily because of the decline
in the number of teenagers. The birthrates declined only
slightly, from 52.8 to 5 1.1 per thousand young women aged
15-19. The abortion rate increased during the mid-1970s
but has remained at about 40 per thousand young women
since then. About 60 percent of pregnancies end in births.
Births outside marriage have risen from 30 percent of all
births in 1970 to 49 percent (1980) to 64 percent (1987).
Although it appeared for a while that sexual activity among
teenagers had leveled off in the 1980s, recent data indicate
that it has continued to increase.33
When we look at welfare receipt in the underclass context,
we see (in Table 1) that nearly one-half of the black NLSY
women, 38 percent of the Hispanic women, and 5 percent

of the white women live in areas of high concentration of
welfare families. Twenty-one percent of the black women,
10 percent of the Hispanic women, and 3 percent of the
white women spend a high proportion of their lives between ages 19 and 27 on welfare. However, only 3 percent
of the black women, 1.5 percent of the Hispanic women,
and 0.6 percent of the white women are high school dropouts, unwed teen mothers, and long-term welfare recipients.
All the researchers find significant behavioral differences
among women of different race-ethnicity groups, even after
controlling for class. Blacks have higher rates of pregnancy, nonmarital births, and single parenting. Hispanics
are somewhere between blacks and non-Hispanic whites.
Testa and Krogh find in Chicago that Mexican Americans
tend to have rates more like whites, and Puerto Ricans,
more like blacks. (None of the other studies created subgroups among Hispanics, and their results in their Hispanic
analyses often were not significant. A distinction between
Hispanic groups might help these analyses.)34
Looking at this set of outcomes from a rational choice
perspective, one can examine the various branches of the
decision tree: sexual activity, contraception, pregnancy,
abortion, birth, marriage. Mercer Sullivan (paper 5) finds
that poor whites, blacks, and Hispanics in New York City
have quite different patterns. The poor are less likely than
the nonpoor to carry a child to term and less likely to
legitimate births through marriage. Poor Hispanics are less
likely than non-Hispanics to use abortion and more likely
than blacks to get married. Lundberg and Plotnick find in
their national sample of youth that whites appear to act in a
manner most consistent with the rational opportunity-cost
model often posited by economists. They tend to be more
sensitive to incentives and costs than blacks or Hispanics.
Those whites who live in states with higher welfare benefits
tend to carry their babies to term and not legitimate them.
They are less likely to use family planning and abortion in
states with laws restricting birth control and abortion. However, although being a single parent as a teen does have
negative consequences for white women in terms of lower
wage and marriage rates when they are in their late twenties, these prospective opportunity costs do not seem to
influence their childbearing behavior. Lundberg and
Plotnick do not use family income in their equations, so
their results cannot be directly compared with Sullivan's
New York City data. They do find, however, that both
whites and blacks whose mothers had higher levels of
education are significantly more likely to terminate pregnancies with abortion.
Hill and O'Neill do not look at the decisions leading up to
having out-of-wedlock children. Using the same NLSY
data base but a different type of analysis, they confirm the
Lundberg-Plotnick findings, however, that whites, but not
blacks or Hispanics, are more likely to have out-of-wedlock
births if they live in states with higher AFDC and Food
Stamp benefits. Unlike Sullivan, they do not find that fam-

ily income, controlling for other factors, has an influence
on whether there is an out-of-wedlock birth. However, for
blacks, coming from a single-parent family or living in
areas with high welfare benefits has a significant effect
even after controlling for other factors. For whites, coming
from a single-parent family or a welfare family or having a
mother with lower education is associated with higher levels of out-of-wedlock births.
Testa and Krogh find that age-specific unemployment rates
for black males living in Chicago seem to be unrelated to
nonmarital parenthood but associated with the decline in
black marriage rates-the marriage rates for black unemployed men declined much more over time than marriage
rates for employed men.35(They point out that this finding
supports the Wilson hypothesis-that it is lack of jobs
which has caused the decline in black marriage rates-and
contradicts the Charles Murray hypothesis-that generous
welfare benefits serve as a disincentive for young, employed males to marry the mothers of their children. On the
other hand, the Hill-O'Neill and Lundberg-Plotnick findings related to welfare payment levels support Murray, at
least as far as white women are concerned.) Testa and
Krogh report, however, that the decline in black male employment is still insufficient to explain the even steeper
decline in black marriage rates. Nor can they explain the
significant racial differences. Like Sullivan, they find
higher rates of legitimization for Mexican Americans and
non-Hispanic whites than for blacks. But they also find that
black women who are in school or employed are less likely
than those who are not so engaged to bear a child.
Darity and his coauthors (paper 7) posit a somewhat different structural conceptualization of the rise in black femaleheaded families from that of Wilson, although they and
Wilson both attribute the declining black two-parent family
to the decline in marriageable black males. They focus on
the decline in marriageable males due to imprisonment,
murder, suicide, drugs, and unemployment. They measure
the effects on family structure of welfare rates and ratios of
marriageable men to women. They find, as have others, a
positive association between welfare use and welfare levels
(welfare use grows with increases in benefits), an association that is higher for blacks than for whites. They point
out, however, that since real welfare benefits declined over
the period of their analyses-1 976 to 1985-increased benefits cannot explain the increase in single parenting. They
also find that family structure is related to the ratio of
marriageable males to unmarried females. Whereas Wilson
sees the decline in marriageable black males as resulting
from spatial and skills mismatches between jobs and black
males, Darity and his coworkers attribute the decline to
discrimination against black males.
They conclude that while class matters, race matters also.
They assert that when conventional empirical modeling
finds a race effect, scholars tend to attribute it to different
choices available in response to racially differentiated opportunities, incentives, and disincentives. They believe that

the race variable reflects more than individual choices,
however; it represents historical structural forces-group
differences-related to a history of discriminatory laws and
practices. In conclusion, Darity and his colleagues reluctantly assert: "Central to an understanding of the rise in
female-headed families and the escalation of violent crime
among blacks in America is the diminishing usefulness of
black labor and the resulting marginalization of blacks at
the bottom of society."36
Generalizations about simultaneous underclass behaviors
are very difficult to discern from these studies. This is due,
to a great extent, to the large number of independent and
dependent variables examined, which in turn reflect both
the complexity of the problem and the researchers' disciplinary training. Difficulty in synthesizing results increases
geometrically when one starts trying to connect multiple
dysfunctional behaviors, like not completing high school,
drug use, crime, low employment rates, etc. We need a
systematic way to tally the results.
Nevertheless, it seems apparent from these studies that race
does make a difference, which cannot be accounted for by
controlling for a number of other economic, social, and
community variables. It also appears that there may be
intergenerational persistence of like behaviors: daughters
of single or welfare parents are more likely than daughters
from other types of families to be single and on welfare.
Unfortunately, these two conclusions, like much of this
research, tell us little if anything about why this is the case
and what government policy might do to alter underclass
behaviors or reduce the number or size of neighborhoods
with large numbers of underclass people.

Avenues for future policy research
The role of ASPE and other government agencies
What does this research tell policymakers, if anything,
about what government can do to ameliorate problems
associated with the underclass?
Daniel Patrick Moynihan said in 1969 that "the role of
social science lies not in the formulation of social policy,
but in the measurement of its results."37 Robert Haveman
recently made the distinction between two types of social
research: ( I ) objective social science research and (2) more
normative policy analysis and evaluation research. He
stated that
Traditionally, research in the social science disciplines
has been "positive" in its orientation. That is, basic
social science research has sought to understand the
world of human and social behavior. The question posed
is, What is the nature of social behavior, and can those
factors which influence and determine it be identified
and their impact measured? This approach emphasizes
the positive issue of understanding what is; little attention is given to establishing norms for what should be, or

how to attain these norms if they are accepted. The
process of social research thus involves model building,
hypothesis formulation and testing, and general application of the scientific method. These traditional methods
are well known and widely discussed. Policy analysis
and evaluation research are akin to them, yet quite different.
The key characteristic of policy analysis and evaluation
research is a focus on the activities of the public sector
and their impact on the larger society. Policy analysis
and evaluation research respond to a conscious effort by
government to change behavior or performance by
means of public policy; they involve the examination
and measurement of the impact of that policy on human
well-being, behavior, and performance. While the goal
of standard social science research is to advance the
discipline, the primary goal of policy analysis and evaluation research is to provide information to policymakers
on the impact of public measures designed to change
behavior or outcomes.3s
This is a very important distinction. Positive social science
is about understanding behavior in the environment as it is.
Policy analysis is about understanding how we might
change the environment to achieve policy goals. Positive
social science is a necessary but insufficient condition for
policy analysis based on research. For effective policy prescription we need to know not only that behavior (B) is
associated with group (G) or that social force (F) leads to
level (L), but whether treatment (T) to B or F can move G or
L in the "right" direction.
The research on the underclass represented by these papers
can be characterized as positive social science. Some of the
authors and discussants alluded to public policies or discussed the importance of knowing which of several causal
routes might explain results, since different public policy
prescriptions would follow, depending on the causes of
underclass behavior and circumstances.
Given the lack of agreement on the definition of the underclass or its causes and complex nature of the issue, it seems
to me that research on the underclass throughout this decade will continue to be positive social science rather than
policy analysis. I do not foresee a large investment of
government resources in demonstration evaluations or
other forms of applied social science related to the underclass qua underclass, although research will be conducted
on particular aspects of underclass behavior such as teen
parenting or welfare dependency. Any serious discussion
of the policy implications from underclass research that I
have reviewed is, in my opinion, very premature, although
understandable given the severity of the problem. While
social scientists can be accused of studying a problem to
death, premature initiatives also have their costs and unintended consequences. (I applaud the efforts of the Urban
Institute and Ford Foundation for their Urban Opportunities
Program, which is trying to develop a demonstration
agenda.)39

It is likely, however, that government agencies will continue to investigate underclass issues as articulated by

"Unfortunately, models which emphasize major differences by class and the large societal forces that create and

Jencks in the conference discussion and in his writingsM-

shape such classes could not be included [in his analysis]

educational underclass, jobless underclass, impoverished
underclass, etc. Separate underclass behaviors are the province of a number of federal departments: dropping out of
school, the Department of Education; crime and delinquency, the Department of Justice; out-of-wedlock childbearing and welfare dependency, the Department of Health
and Human Services; and concentration of the poor, the
Department of Housing and Urban Development. Therefore, more interdepartmental collaboration is also necessary. Foundations and other institutions can play an important role in promoting collaboration and pulling together
various funding strands.

because they cannot be as easily subjected to traditional
tests, which focus on individual behavior" (p. 6 , emphasis
added). That is, as an economist, Ellwood had trouble
evaluating sociological paradigms, which he openly admitted at the conclusion of his article.

Government research institutes, like the National Institutes
of Health, and statistical agencies, like the Bureau of the
Census, tend to have research portfolios that are primarily
invested in positive social science, whereas a policy shop,
such as ASPE, tends to have a portfolio which is more
oriented to normative policy analysis and evaluations. In
judging where to invest scarce resources for research and
evaluation, ASPE emphasizes policy relevance and timeliness to inform p ~ l i c y m a k i n g . ~ '
It is my opinion, therefore, that ASPE should invest only
modest amounts in research on the underclass. The preponderance of funding for such research should be provided by
foundations and academic institutions until such time as
program policy options come clearly into focus. On the
other hand, a case can certainly be made for ASPE to
support basic research tools, such as the NLSY and Panel
Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) surveys, upon which
researchers depend in studying the underclass and other
poverty problems.
Regardless of whether ASPE should invest current budgets
in underclass research, the problem is serious and does
need further attention. What seem to be promising avenues? The next section discusses two strategies-multidisciplinary/multiple-data approaches and longitudinal analysis. The final section lists several open questions that seem
important.

Strategies
Multidisciplinary approaches. How can we support data
gathering which will encourage multidisciplinary paradigms and analyses? Is it possible? Will it lead to more
cost-effective research?
Economists study how people make choices; sociologists
study how people have no choices to make. (anonymous)
In an earlier issue of Focus, David Ellwood analyzed three
models-rational choice (choices and behavior), expectancy (confidence and control), and cultural (values and
culture).42He stated these roughly correspond to the disciplines of economics, social psychology, and anthropology.

In response to Ellwood, Sullivan, an ethnographer, provides another perspective of rational choice and culture.
His paper describes how rational choice and cultural factors
interact in determining patterns of childbearing, marriage,
and AFDC use. He argues that culture has been mischaracterized as a set of static traits passed on unreflectively from
one generation to another.43 He states, "contrary to Ellwood's insistence on separating out 'pure models' of
choice and culture, this paper has shown that culture itself
contains a substantial element of rational choice. Choices
can be individual cost-benefit calculations but they can also
be collectively patterned solutions to common problems.
This paper vindicates many aspects of all three kinds of
theory, with the notable exception of variants of culture
theory which treat culture as a set of unchanging values not
responsive to the changing exigencies of adaptation to circumstance~."~~
The vast majority of data used in social science in general
and underclass research in particular are survey data. Unfortunately, each discipline approaches a survey differently. They have different data demands and survey strategies. Given both serious research budget constraints and
individual survey time constraints (for example, the onehour time limit guideline for an interview used by the
Office of Management and Budget), almost insurmountable interdisciplinary problems arise.45It appears to me that
as long as surveys are an important source of data, interdisciplinary collaboration is imperative to bring about the
effective use of limited resources.
Surveys, however, are not enough. Those now in use may
be seriously flawed for research on the underclass. No
matter how you define the underclass, it includes a high
prevalence of nontraditional behaviors in addition to poverty. Darity and his colleagues point out that surveys such
as the PSID or NLSY, which follow respondents over a
long period of time, may suffer serious biases in underrepresenting the underclass and underreporting underclass
behavior because underclass members are less likely than
others to be selected into the sample frame for initial interviewing and are more likely to drop out of a survey over
time. They make the further point that all groups are likely
to underreport underclass behavior. It does appear, therefore, that traditional survey methods will have serious limitations in obtaining valid, reliable information about
underclass phenomena, no matter whether the paradigm
stresses attitudes, expectations, behaviors, or social forces.
That does not mean surveys should be discarded. They
must be supplemented with other types of data.

I believe Wilson had a bold research strategy in his Urban
Family Life (LTFL) study by attempting to blend a survey,
ethnographic case studies, research of institutions, and secondary analysis of administrative records and historical
data. His plan to include eight or ten ethnographers in
different neighborhoods to gather a common set of information was an important supplement. No doubt there is
some validity to concerns about ethnography; case studies,
like journalistic anecdotes, are difficult to replicate and
validate. That is why Wilson's strategy of having a number
of ethnographers gather data from informants on a number
of questions relating to numerous aspects of the underclass
and guided by a single (or small group acting as a) controller has a great deal of appeal to me. It is my understanding
that the controller was to assist the ethnographers in comparing notes and hypotheses and to force them, as a devil's
advocate, to challenge preconceived notions and assumptions about the poor. On the other hand, it is my impression
that most ethnographers would be unhappy with such a
structured approach; it would conflict with standard ethnographic techniques.
This approach seems to me, however, to overcome many
limitations that other social scientists see in ethnography.
Yet, having read a number of the ethnographic case reports
from the Wilson study, I find it very difficult to conceive
how these extremely rich and provocative anecdotes could
be organized and integrated with the project survey or other
data in a systematic manner. I await the reports from the
researchers to see if they accomplished the integration of
qualitative and quantitative data.
Given that labor force participation is central to the
underclass issue, looking at historical trends in jobs and
employment and interviewing employers also seem critical.
Economists talk about rational choice in supply and demand. Sociologists are concerned with institutional responses that limit individual options. It seems to me that the
available analytical techniques favor looking at individual
choice rather than institutional behavior, whether it is demand for workers or supply of educational opportunities.
(All of the conference papers use data on individual behavior rather than institutional response to individuals; this is
probably also representative of a general bias in ASPEfunded research.) More can be done. Wilson's colleagues
interviewed employers about hiring practices and, I believe, obtained some very important insights.46 They also
obtained and analyzed employment data for Chicago over a
period of years.
It is important to our understanding of the underclass, in my
opinion, to formulate interdisciplinary strategies to blend
several data sources and to look at both individuals and the
institutions with which they interact.

Longitudinal analysis. To date, most of the research reports on neighborhood concentration of the underclass have
analyzed one or two cross-sectional surveys4' but have not
looked at longitudinal microdata on individuals flowing in

and out of those neighborhoods. They inferred from the
cross-sectional data that underclass people were stayers
rather than movers. We have yet to see dynamic analyses of
the underclass of the sort that has been done on people in
poverty or on welfare rolls.
The works of Greg Duncan, Saul Hoffman, Mary Jo Bane,
and David Ellwood using the PSID on the dynamics of
poverty and, later, on welfare dependency are credited with
changing the way people look at these problems.4s They
showed, for example, that poverty was much more dynamic
than had been assumed. Looking at completed spells over a
number of years, they found that more people experienced
some poverty than had been previously shown, and, for
most people in poverty or on welfare, the average length of
stay was short. For those who made up the long-stayers,
however, the stay was longer than they had expected; at any
single point in time a significant proportion of welfare
recipients are in the midst of a long spell of welfare dependence. This longitudinal perspective represents a major
shift in our view of a social problem-a change in the life
cycle of an issue-from static description to a more dynamic frame of reference.
We seem to be close to the same developmental time phase
in research on the underclass. Longitudinal analysis of
underclass concentration, persistence, and behaviors will
no doubt shed new light on this issue. It is possible that just
as did Sharon Long, who looked at hazard analysis of
multiple program receipt, researchers will be able to explore patterns of multiproblem underclass behaviors.49
The work anticipated from Corcoran, which merges information about the census tract area where PSID respondents
have lived, and from Hill and O'Neill, which merges zip
code information with NLSY respondents, will allow us to
look at people over time and link them to their neighborhoods. These studies and others should provide a much
more dynamic definition and analysis of the underclass
(concentration, persistence, and behaviors). Thus far, however, these works have not investigated in- and out-migration of underclass people from neighborhoods.

Issues needing further research
What follows is a short, eclectic list of issues. It is not
intended to be a complete, definitive list of need-to-dos. As
I mentioned earlier, I believe that our understanding of the
underclass is insufficient at this point to allow us to attempt
applied policy research or program evaluation.

1 . Single parenting, marriage and unemployment. What is
causing the decline in the rate of marriage among adults?
Why is there an even steeper decline for blacks than for
whites or Hispanics? Why is there such an increase in
children being born to and raised by single parents? Is there
really a wage premium to a black teenager to have a child,
as found by Lundberg and Plotnick? Are employment prospects for males an important factor?

Some policy analysts feel tkat~~marriage
is not an appropriate topic for government policy research. Perhaps not, since
public policy probably should take a neutral position that
is neither pro- nor anti-marriage in individual situations.
Value judgments aside, it does seem to me, however, to be
an important positive social science research topic, especially since many public policies have unintended consequences to children through the breakdown of marriage and
child support. In a recent survey, 30 percent of the members
of the American Psychological Association found the decline in the nuclear family to be the single greatest threat to
America's mental health-ahead of unemployment (20
percent), drug abuse (18 percent), and alcohol abuse (14
percent).50
Testa and Krogh's work on the relationship between unemployment rates and marriage rates is an important issue in
my opinion. Since their work is only applicable to Chicago
and may suffer from selection bias problems, it must be
replicated by other studies. It would be of great value to
know whether welfare causes increased nonmarital parenthood among the employed (as Murray has suggested) or
unemployment prevents men from marrying and therefore
is related to single parenting and dependence on welfare (as
Wilson suggests). Robert Moffitt, in his recent review of
the literature on the incentive effects of the U.S. welfare
system, also concludes that there should be more research
on family str~cture.~'
A (positive social science) finding
that high unemployment of black males is related to high
out-of-wedlock childbearing and single-parent families,
however, does not imply that employment programs for
males will increase marriage and reduce single-parent
families. That hypothesis would require testing with a
(policy research) demonstration; marriage rates would be
an important variable to measure in addition to standard
employment and training variables when and if male employment demonstrations are undertaken.

2. How is membership in the underclass transmitted? It is
not obvious to me that just because children live in
underclass areas they should be counted as members of the
underclass. If one is willing to grant that children are not
born into the behavioral underclass, what mechanisms encourage dysfunctional behavior in adolescence and adulthood? How are some low-income families in underclass
areas able to avoid underclass behaviors? It also is not
obvious to me that underclass behavior occurs only in
metropolitan areas. It may be that the emphasis on the
underclass in cities has to do with the data available. What
about rural areas? Is the density of the population a contributing factor, or are there underclass people or areas in
nonmetropolitan regions? Is it the people in the neighborhood or something about the geography that contributes to
underclass behavior?
Assuming there are many factors related to underclass behaviors, what are their relative contributions? Do they differ for different behaviors, and if so, how? It seems to me
that regardless of who influences underclass individualstheir parents (intergenerational persistence) or their friends,
peers, and neighbors-we eventually need to understand
the causal mechanisms in order to move from positive
social science to policy analyses and prescriptions. The
formulation by Wolf and his colleagues of how concentrated behavior influences others is important. Gottschalk
states that in order to develop policy prescriptions we still
need to know why children follow in their parents' footsteps. Lundberg and Plotnick assume that younger cohorts
perceive opportunity costs of out-of-wedlock childbearing
from the general experiences of an older national cohort-a
cohort that did not necessarily even live in the younger
cohort's neighborhood. Possibly one of the reasons they do
not find apparent opportunity-cost effects is that their formulation does not take account of the lack of proximity of
role models to the younger cohort or the manner in which
their tastes are formed or modified.

A natural experiment apparently took place in Boston from
the late 1970s until recently-the tremendous economic
boom and tight labor market. Maybe the NBER survey used
in the work of Richard Freeman, Case, and Katz can add to
our understanding of the relationship between the labor
market and family structure.52Early results indicate that the
economic boom did reach down into the ranks of lowincome black males. Has it affected family formation?

3. Criminal behavior. Definitions of the underclass often
include criminal behavior. Much of the empirical work,
however, has not included it. Is this situation due to limitations in data or parochial disciplinary training and failure to
design broader paradigms? Can criminal behavior, including substance abuse, be fruitfully linked to (behavioral and
structural) paradigms and analyses of other behaviors and
neighborhood concentration?

Paul A. Jargowsky and Mary Jo Bane report a significant
reduction in ghetto areas in smaller metropolitan areas in
the S o ~ t h . These
~'
cities might serve as natural experiments
to look at employment and marriage rates where circumstances have gotten better, as well as worse. We might be
able to look at these successful labor markets, in addition to
Boston, instead of focusing entirely on the problems of
rustbelt cities, as has been much more the case to date. Can
we bring longitudinal, dynamic analyses to bear to help us
understand whether employment policies have positive implications for families?

The NLSY, Wilson's survey, and ethnographic data present
such an opportunity. Richard Freeman's Boston survey
also includes data on criminal behavior. His recent work
reports the terrible consequences that incarceration has on
prospects for future e m p l ~ y r n e n t These
. ~ ~ results are consistent with the Darity et al. concept of the marginalization
of black men.
4. The role of welfare. The data from these papers seem to
indicate that a family's welfare use is associated with both
intergenerational persistence and neighborhood concentra-

tion of welfare families. What mechanism(s) is (are) driving these phenomena; or are they just spurious correlations? Can public administration reverse these consequences? If so, how? If higher welfare payment levels
increase the prevalence of welfare and lower levels raise
the poverty rates, what policy demonstrations should be
undertaken?
This list of issues outlines some of the many unknowns we
face. We still do not have agreement on what we mean by
the underclass, much less what factors are associated with
its growth. We do not know whether government can reduce the causes of the growth of the underclass and if such
a reduction would affect the number of people so classified.
Indeed, the debates about the underclass sound very familiar to those who were around in the 1960s, when the culture
of poverty held center stage. About that debate Henry J.
Aaron said,
In retrospect, the debate between the cultural and environmental views of poverty seems to have vanished
without leaving significant intellectual residue. The reason may be the failure of either side in the debate to
formulate the issues precisely, the lack of evidence . . .
and the unwillingness of participants to suggest the
kinds of tests or information that would resolve the
debate.55

.

What residue this underclass debate will leave remains to
be seen.

operationalized. That is, he did not lay out details of his theories in ways
that one could test with empirical data. In his 1990 presidential speech at
the American Sociological Association, one of the reasons he gave for
encouraging the work of Van Haitsma was that her theoretical work is
embedded in a framework of testable hypotheses.
Van Haitsma's colleagues Mark Testa and Marilyn Krogh made a contribution in this regard in their ASPE work (paper 6, see box, p. 7). They
took two major theories about the underclass-Wilson's
and Charles
Murray's-and discussed what they thought would be empirical tests of
the two hypotheses as they relate to male unemployment and marriage
rates. They used the discussion of the contending hypotheses to guide the
presentation of their results. However, since Wilson and Murray often
did not articulate their theories in empirical terms, people can disagree
about whether Testa and Krogh have specified their hypotheses correctly. This is yet another example of the frustrations of trying to pin
down the underclass concept.
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Small grants
The Institute and the Office of the Assistant Secretary for
Planning and Evaluation, U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, jointly sponsor annual competitions for
grants to researchers who wish to do work related to poverty and its amelioration.
A seminar was held at the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services in Washington, D.C., on April 26, 1991,
during which the winners of the 1990 Small Grants competition presented their research findings. Discussants from a
number of federal agencies-the Department of Education,
the Department of Health and Human Services, the Department of Housing and Urban Development, the Department
of Labor, the Joint Economic Committee of Congress, and
the National Commission for Employment Policy-commented on the policy implications of the work.
The following research papers were presented. They will be
available as IRP discussion papers.
"Minimum Wages, Women, and Minorities: Who Benefits?"
Michael Leeds, Temple University
"State-Level Policymaking in AFDC"
Jack Tweedie, State University of New York, Binghamton
"Effects of State Funding Strategies on Instructional and
Cunicular Opportunities for the Disadvantaged"
Kenneth Wong, University of Chicago
"The Effects of U.S. Trade Laws on Poverty in America"
Alan Deardorff, University of Michigan
"Migration Out of New York and the Labor Force Participation of Puerto Rican and Non-Hispanic Women"
Maria Enchautegui, University of Michigan
"Resistance, Survival, and the Black Poor in Birmingham,
1929-1970"
Robin Kelley, University of Michigan
"Poverty, Health Insurance, and Medical Indigency"
Virginia Wilcox-Gok, Rutgers University
"Causes of Inter-City Variation in Homelessness"
Marjorie Honig and Randall Filer, Hunter College

New awards
Eight proposals were funded under the Round X competition for July 1991-June 1992. They are described briefly
below.
The Changing Economic Consequences of Teenage
Childbearing
Using information from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics, this study will investigate changes from 1968 to 1987 in
the economic well-being of women who began bearing
children in their teen years as compared to those who
delayed childbearing. It will seek to determine whether the
economic effects of teenage childbearing differ among
black and white women and will examine the extent to
which changes over the two decades in the economic wellbeing of women who became mothers while in their teens
can be explained by changes in rates of teenage out-ofwedlock childbearing, subsequent marital status, educational attainment, or the number of children borne. It will
also gauge the effects of changes in local welfare benefit
levels, unemployment rates, and wages. Principal investigator: Amy C. Butler, State University of New York, Buffalo.
The Effects of Public and Private Transfers on Income
Variability and the Poverty Rate
This project will examine the interactions between public
transfers and private transfers (such as those from parents
to adult children) and their combined effects on the poverty
rate and the variability of household income. The use of
longitudinal data since 1968 from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics will provide insights on what percentage
of the poor receive private transfers and whether such transfers are targeted on those enduring temporary bouts of
poverty or are directed toward the chronically poor. It
should also tell us under what circumstances transfers are
made. The data will as well permit the analysis to account
for differences between families in their willingness to
assist one another. Viewing variations of household income
over time, as public programs change and private transfers
are adjusted, will make it possible to determine the effects
of public transfers on private transfers. Do private transfers
amplify, offset, or not respond at all to shifts in public
transfers? Principal investigator: William G. Gale, University of California, Los Angeles.

Trends in Wages, Underemployment, and Mobility among
Part-Time Workers

Persistent and Transitory Economic Stress: Psychosocial
Consequences for Children

In the past two decades the real earnings of part-time work-

Although it is widely believed that the effects on children

ers have declined sharply, especially among men; the proportion of workers who unwillingly work part time has
grown; and exit rates from part-time work have remained
constant for some workers but have decreased for others.
Using data from the annual Current Population Surveys,
this research will examine the extent to which the deteriorating position of part-time workers may be related to
changes in their attributes (are they younger and less well
educated than in the past?) or to the growth of industries
(such as retail sales and consumer services) in which parttime jobs are located, or to the process of selectivity,
whereby certain types of workers are drawn into part-time
employment. Principal investigator: Jerry A. Jacobs, University of Pennsylvania.

of continuous poverty are more severe than the effects of
temporary spells of poverty, scant information is available
to evaluate these two experiences over time. This study will
compare the personal, social, and academic development of
children in families that experienced severe economic
stress during all, part of, or none of the period from 1986
through 1989. The data used will be the archives of the
Charlottesville Longitudinal Study, a comprehensive study
of psychosocial risk and resilience among children in the
city's public school system during those years. Principal
investigator: Charlotte J. Patterson, University of Virginia.

The Impact of Recent Changes in the Minimum Wage:
Results from a New Establishment Survey
A survey of firms in low-wage industries in low-wage
states (Texas, Louisiana, and Florida) will be conducted to
address four questions: (1) Does an increase in the minimum wage (which was raised in two stages, from $3.35 an
hour before April 1, 1990, to $4.25 by April 1, 1991) lead
employers to increase the pay of workers already earning
slightly more than the increased wage? (2) Has the new
youth-subminimum wage ($3.80 after April 1, 1991, for 90
days-or longer if training is provided) influenced employers to carry out more training, or only to pay less? (3) Has
the rise in minimum wage caused employers to cut back on
employment? (4) Has it resulted in higher prices in firms
affected? The findings of the survey will be corroborated,
when possible, by publicly available data. Principal investigator: Alan B. Krueger, Princeton University.
A Comparison of Poverty and Living Conditions in Five
Countries
The fact that the distribution of income is more unequal and
poverty rates higher in the United States than in other
advanced capitalist countries suggests that U.S. families at
the low end of the distribution are more likely than the poor
in other countries to suffer deprivation. Yet preliminary
comparisons of living conditions rather than income indicate that low-income Americans are no worse off than lowincome Swedes or West Germans along such dimensions as
housing quality, ownership of consumer durable goods,
health, and use of medical care. This research, part of a
larger project assessing the relationships among income,
consumption, and living conditions in the United States
since the early 1960s, will use national data sets to compare
the distribution of living conditions and income in the
United States, Sweden, Germany, France, and Canada.
Principal investigator: Susan E. Mayer, University of Chicago.

The Impact of Population Density upon the Use of Welfare
Programs
Rural residents are less likely to utilize public assistance
programs than urban residents, despite the fact that the
poverty rate is higher in rural areas. This paradox is often
explained by the different demographic and household
characteristics of the two groups. Rural households are less
likely to be headed by women with children and therefore
less likely to be eligible for Aid to Families with Dependent
Children. Furthermore, a larger percentage of rural residents than urban residents are working-poor families, with
at least one member in the labor force-another impediment to receiving welfare. The researchers intend to explore whether another factor-population density---exerts
an independent positive effect on welfare participation
rates. They will use the Panel Study of Income Dynamics to
address two questions: Does population density have a
significant effect on the welfare participation of low-income families? If so, what are the factors and mechanisms
that account for the effect? Principal investigators: Mark R.
Rank, Washington University, and Thomas A. Hirschl,
Cornell University.

Parental Presence during Childhood and Adolescence:
The Effects of Duration and Change on High School
Graduation
Is high school graduation affected by the type of households in which children and adolescents live? The National
Longitudinal Survey of Youth, 1979-1988, will be used to
examine the effects on secondary school completion of
those who, during childhood or adolescence, live in households consisting of different parental types-both natural
parents, stepparents, adoptive parents, grandparents or
other relatives, or foster parents. The likelihood of graduating from high school will be related to the experiences of
living in these types of families, to changes from one type
to another type, and to the age at which changes occur. The
research will also consider whether these effects differ
among blacks and whites. Principal investigator: Roger A.
Wojtkiewicz, Louisiana State University.

IRP agenda for 1991-1993:
Education, families, and welfare
With funds from the Office of the Assistant Secretary for
Planning and Evaluation (ASPE) of the U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services, the Institute will carry out
fourteen research projects during the 199 1-93 biennium.
This research agenda was developed jointly by the
Institute's National Advisory Committee, its Executive
Committee, IRP affiliates, and representatives of ASPE.
Five studies will deal with education and social welfare.
Four will focus on children and families. Two will study
poverty and disabilities. A final group will examine the
labor supply of the working poor and how to improve the
data used to study this and other poverty-related problems.

researcher. The October CPS contains a special supplement
on school enrollment for persons between the ages of 3 and
34 years. It also contains information about enrollment in
years prior to the survey date and can therefore be used to
measure whether a respondent stayed in school or dropped
out, as well as current enrollment status. The supplement
has been matched to the October CPS records of adult
household members to provide complete demographic, social, and economic characteristics of the householder and
spouse of the children in the supplement.

2. Effects of Economic and Family Factors on School
Enrollment and Attainment: A Half Century of Change
in America's Cities

Education and social welfare
1. Demographic Aspects of Inner-City Schooling: Studies
of School Entry, Grade Progression, High School
Dropout, and College Entry
Robert M. Hauser, Vilas Professor of Sociology and
Director, Institute for Research on Poverty, University
of Wisconsin-Madison
This research will measure and compare trends in four
educational outcomes+arly school entry (including nursery school, Head Start, and kindergarten), grade progression, high school dropout, and college entry-among ethnic and racial groups by sex, region of the country, and
metropolitan location (central city, ring, or nonmetropolitan). Primary focus will be on minority and inner-city
populations. A key feature of the research will be to examine and control for the effects of social and economic
background. To what extent are such factors as income,
whether the family is intact, the number of children in the
household, the educational attainment of the household
head and/or spouse, and the labor force status of head and/
or spouse related to the outcomes under study? Differentials and trends in the effects of these background characteristics will be distinguished, as will differences and trends
that are unrelated to social background.
Data for the study will come from enhanced, uniform editions of the annual October Current Population Surveys
from the late 1960s through the late 1980s, created by the

Robert D. Mare, Professor of Sociology, University of
Wisconsin-Madison
This study will examine both family-level and city-level
factors that may affect performance in school, specifically,
attendance, attainment, and differences in schooling behavior among- persons
from varying socioeconomic backgrounds. Family factors to be considered include father's
and mother's schooling, their employment status and labor
force participation, their income and occupation, and the
structure and size of the family as well as the timing of the
births of the children. At the city level, the research will
assess whether measurable aspects of metropolitan school
systems, including levels of expenditures on instruction,
pupil-teacher ratios, and length of school year, affect levels
and inequalities of attendance and attainment. Effects of
local labor market conditions will also be explored.
By comparing a diverse set of American cities over a fiftyyear period, the research should provide a comparative and
historical basis for understanding the current condition of
education in inner cities. It will document trends and differences in the number of students at risk of educational
failure; it will show which cities and school systems do
well and poorly in maintaining levels of enrollment and
attainment; it will account for trends in enrollment and
attainment; and it will explore the effects of institutional
and policy factors that vary across cities and over time.
Data for the project are chiefly the Public Use Microdata
Samples of the Decennial Censuses of 1940-1990. These
data will be supplemented by aggregate school system data.

3. Inner-City Schools and Student Achievement
Adam Gamoran, Associate Professor of Sociology,
University of Wisconsin-Madison
Specialized schools have become quite common in large
urban sites in recent years. Advocates of these schools
claim that by providing distinct missions and more orderly
environments, such schools produce higher achievement
for students. Little research exists, however, to support this
claim. This project examines the effect on cognitive
achievement of attending different types of schools in the
first two years of high school. It will focus on three types of
schools: comprehensive public schools, specialized public
schools (including magnet schools), and Catholic schools.
By incorporating more information about students and their
parents prior to entry into high school, the project should
improve our ability to distinguish between school effects
and effects caused by select student bodies.
In addition, the study will examine the effects of tracking
and taking more academic courses on the achievement process, irrespective of school type; it will assess the impact of
social bonding on achievement; and it will examine the
critical question of whether the presence of specialized
schools in a system has a negative effect on the achievement of students who do not attend them.
Data for the project come from the National Educational
Longitudinal Study, a survey carried out by the National
Opinion Research Center for the National Center for Education Statistics.

schooling. These subjective data will be interpreted in decision-theoretic terms to obtain a better understanding of
students' schooling choices.

5.

Schools, Families, and Social Services: An Exploration of the Emerging Relationship between the Education and Welfare Systems

Thomas Corbett, Assistant Professor, Department of
Governmental Affairs, University of Wisconsin-Madison; and Naomi Farber, Assistant Professor, School of
Social Work, University of Wisconsin-Madison
The educational and social welfare systems are under pressure to expand and, more important, to coordinate their
efforts in response to many factors: a dwindling and lessskilled labor pool, the bleak prospects faced by certain
demographic groups (especially minority youth), the "social contract" approach to welfare programs that requires
recipients to move toward self-sufficiency, the "big city"
problems that smaller urban areas are beginning to experience, and the perceived inability of some families to raise
their children successfully. The authors are interested in
learning how schools, welfare organizations, and social
service networks respond to these new pressures. Milwaukee and Madison, Wisconsin, will serve as case studies.
Data will be collected from such documents as policy papers, memoranda, and management reports; from interviews with persons involved at the policymaking and
implementation levels in the schools and welfare systems;
from interviews and focus-group discussions with at-risk or
disadvantaged students; and from extant administrative
records. The intent is to gain insight into policy formulation, institutional response, participants' responses, and the
effectiveness of alternative approaches to improving the
condition of low-income students and their families.

4. The Ejjectiveness of Information and Incentives in Influencing Schooling Behavior
Charles F. Manski, Wolfowitz Professor of Economics, University of Wisconsin-Madison
What steps can we take to positively influence the schooling behavior of youths at risk of deciding to drop out or of
performing below their capacities? Providing them with
information on the value of schooling and with incentives
for staying in school and performing well have been, and
continue to be, the two traditional courses of action. The
author seeks to improve our understanding of the influence
of each.
Because the available data sets reveal little if anything
about students' expectations, preferences, and opportunities-the three elements currently believed essential in decision making-the author will collect a new set of data.
Surveys of high school students in Madison and perhaps
Milwaukee will obtain information on their perception of
school-completion probabilities and expected returns to

The well-being of children under stress in
contemporary society
1. Child Support and Family Dynamics
Judith A. Seltzer, Associate Professor of Sociology,
University of Wisconsin-Madison; and Nora Cate
Schaeffer, Associate Professor of Sociology, University of Wisconsin-Madison
This research investigates three aspects of children's welfare after divorce: legal and physical custody arrangements;
owing, paying, and receiving child support; and time spent
with nonresident parents. The research combines these investigations with analyses of parental conflict and perceptions of fairness about child support arrangements to improve understanding of the family dynamics that affect

child support payments and parent-child contact after separation. The project examines whether joint legal custody
improves children's welfare by encouraging both parents to
contribute to childrearing expenses. The researchers explicitly consider the hypotlresis that selection processes
bias previous findings that joint custody benefits children.
They evaluate alternative interpretations of an association
between paying support and spending time with children,
contrasting the interpretation that the association between
the two is spurious and may be attributed to other observed
economic and demographic characteristics with the interpretation that paying and visiting may be complements or
substitutes. The project pays particular attention to the effects of child support policies, such as routine withholding
of child support from the salary of the nonresident parent
and the percentage-of-income standard (a standardized formula for determining the amount of child support to be
paid), and conflict concerning the amount of time nonresident parents spend with their children. The investigation of
visiting and paying behaviors parallels an investigation of
the association between legal agreements about visitation
and child support awards.
The study uses data from three complementary sources:
official court records from Wisconsin divorce cases; telephone interviews with parents from these court cases; and
personal interview data from the 1987-88 National Survey
of Families and Households.

2.

Two Child Support Issues: The Effects of the Regularity of Child Support on AFDC Recipiency and Labor
Supply; and Medical Coverage of Children Eligible for
Child Support
Daniel Meyer, Assistant Professor, School of Social
Work, University of Wisconsin-Madison

This study will investigate two issues related to child support. First it will address the question, Does the regularity
of child support payments influence participation in Aid to
Families with Dependent Children and the decisions of
recipients of whether or not to work? Research on this topic
will be exploratory, examining alternative definitions of
regularity of support payments and seeking evidence to
suggest that the regularity of payments has effects on the
well-being of children that are independent of the dollar
amounts paid. The second issue to be investigated will be
the amount of medical insurance protection children have
who are eligible for child support. It should answer the
following three questions: To what extent is medical insurance a part of child support awards? How many children
can be covered by the insurance of their noncustodial parents? Are the dollar amounts of child support awards lower
when medical insurance is included?
For the first issue, discrete-time event-history models will
utilize two data sets-the Wisconsin Court Record Data

and the Survey of Income and Program Participation-to
estimate the effects of regular child support payments. For
the second, the primary data sets-the Child Support
Supplement of the Current Population Survey and the Wisconsin Parents' Surveys-will provide an overview of the
health coverage of children eligible for child support.

3.

The Effects of Minimum Care Standards on the Child
Care Market
James R. Walker, Assistant Professor of Economics,
University of Wisconsin-Madison

The National Child Care Survey and the Profile of Child
Care Setting are two new surveys of the child care market
that will jointly offer a nationally representative sample.
The investigator will use the two new surveys to extend his
previous work on the determinants of the supply of child
care. The study will generate descriptive data that will be
useful in policy debates on the value of licensure and minimum care standards. These surveys will be used to assess
the role of family home providers' own children and to test
the hypothesis that women with children are more likely to
become home providers than are otherwise comparable
women without children. Because they contain questions
on children's time use, the surveys will permit direct measures of the type, and therefore arguably of the quality, of
the care that family providers offer. The researcher hopes to
supplement the newer surveys with 1990 Census data on
potential family home providers, especially women who do
not have children but offer child care in their own homes
(nonfamily home providers) and live in the surveys' primary sampling units. Recognizing that the enforcement of
minimum care standards varies greatly from one region to
the next, the researcher will attempt to collect data on local
regulatory effort and its effect on the characteristics of care
offered in the market.

4.

The Homeless Experience and Children's Well-Being
Irving Piliavin, Director, School of Social Work, University of Wisconsin-Madison

This addition to a current project that is exploring the
dynamics of homelessness among adults in Alameda
County, California, will obtain information concerning the
psychological and cognitive functioning of the children of
homeless parents. The larger project will track for eight to
ten months a sample of 500 adults who were homeless at
the initial interview period. Interviews about every four
months will test several hypotheses relating to characteristics that make a person more likely to exit homelessness,
the destinations of those who exit, the likelihood of becoming homeless again, and factors associated with chronic
homelessness. Data will be collected on the children as well

as on the adults. Six hypotheses will be tested: (1) that
homeless children, as compared with their peers from lowincome families, perform worse in school and are in poorer
physical and mental health; (2) that a prior spell of
homelessness predicts poor physical and mental health and
poor performance in school; (3) that a child's physical and
mental health status and school performance are related to
whether their parent abuses drugs and alcohol and is mentally ill; (4) that the longer and more frequently a child is
homeless, the poorer will be health and school performance; (5) that children whose parents are alcohol and drug
abusers or mentally ill are more likely to be placed in outof-home care than are other children; and ( 6 ) that changes
in the health status and school performance of a child
between waves of the data collection period are related to
out-of-home placement.

Poverty and disabilities

1. Health, Disability, and Poverty
Robert Haveman, John Bascom Professor of Economics, University of Wisconsin-Madison; and Barbara
Wolfe, Professor of Economics and Preventive Medicine, University of Wisconsin-Madison
Although the relationship between poor health and disability on the one hand and low labor force participation, low
earnings, and a high incidence of poverty, on the other, has
often been noted, research has been meager. The investigators will undertake five projects designed to shed light on
this relationship. In the first, they will use the Current
Population Surveys (CPS) to analyze and evaluate alterations in the population of working-age disabled people
and their relative well-being during the 1980s, expanding
previous research to examine, among other things, effects
of policy changes and the likely effects of the 1988 Americans with Disabilities Act. The second project will use the
1984 Survey of Income and Program Participation to test
the hypothesis that the healthldisability status of single
mothers figures prominently in their decisions concerning
welfare and work. The third will analyze changes in earnings capacity, poverty, and inequality over the period
1973-89, using microdata from the CPS. The fourth study
will utilize the 1972 Survey of Disabled and Nondisabled
Adults and the 1978 Survey of Disability and Work to
examine the rapid changes in self-reported health status and
health-related transfer recipiency that occurred during the
1970s. The last study will treat true healthldisability status
as an unobservable phenomenon in an effort to develop an
accurate index of disability, in place of the standard, selfreported indicators of healthldisability status. Its data base
will be the 1978 Survey of Disability and Work, conducted
by the Social Security Administration.

2.

Poverty and Mental Retardation: Population Characteristics and Family Impacts

Marsha Mailick Seltzer, Professor of Social Work,
University of Wisconsin-Madison
Poverty is both an important cause and a consequence of
mental retardation. Poor mothers are more likely to have a
retarded child because of life-styles and environmental hazards associated with poverty, and adults with mental retardation are generally quite poor, having limited earnings
potential and relying on public assistance. The researcher
will examine the poverty-related impacts of mental retardation on families, including health, occupational, and economic outcomes. Specific questions are, What are the
changes in the size and characteristics of the population
with mental retardation and its family members since the
early 1970s? How does having a retarded child affect the
economic, occupational, and health conditions of families?
To answer the first question, descriptive information will
be generated from the National Health Interview Survey
(NHIS) and changes in population characteristics over time
will be portrayed. To answer the second, the NHIS sample
will be divided into three family groups--one with mental
retardation, one with other types of disabilities, and one
with no disabled member-and
comparisons of background characteristics, health impacts, and occupational
impacts will be made using multivariate analysis of variance techniques. With its representative sample of the
noninstitutionalized population with mental retardation, the
NHIS will enable the researcher to focus on the social
context of mental retardation and its policy implications.

Special projects

1. The Working Poor: Characteristics, Labor Supply, Income Dynamics, and vulnerability
John Karl Scholz, Assistant Professor of Economics,
University of Wisconsin-Madison
Four interrelated projects that focus on the working poor
will be the subject of this research. The first project examines demographic and regional characteristics of the working poor, their participation in welfare programs, and labor
supply information on them, using data from the Survey of
Income and Program Participation. An innovative, largescale simulation model will calculate average and marginal
tax rates to which the working poor are subject and will
illustrate the degree to which the Earned Income Tax Credit
(EITC) closes the poverty gap. The second project will test
the hypothesis that the EITC encourages employment, using, among other possible sources, the calculated tax rates.
The third will investigate the income dynamics of the work-

ing poor. To what extent do incomes of the working poor
fluctuate from year to year? How many poverty spells are
temporary? How many are continuous? Data used will be
the calculated tax rates, perhaps supplemented with data
from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) or the
National Longitudinal Survey (NLS). The fourth project
will define factors that predict financial insecurity. Utilizing data from the PSID or the NLS, the investigator hopes
to develop an index that will permit households to determine if they are likely to experience economic hardships.

2.

Caseload Modeling and Program Evaluation: New
Approaches Using Microdata
Robert Moffitt, Professor of Economics, Brown University

Caseload modeling in the context of the Aid to Families
with Dependent Children (AFDC) program refers to the use
of historical data from AFDC administrative records to
construct a picture of past changes in the size of the
caseload, sometimes in conjunction with information on
benefit levels and local unemployment rates. The models
have been used to forecast trends or to evaluate effects of
policy changes. The advantage of such models lies in the
relative ease and frugality with which the data can be
obtained. The disadvantage is that they have often proved
unreliable, primarily, it is thought, because the data fed into
them are aggregates-i.e., gross numbers of entrants to and
exits from the rolls per month in a state or county. Lacking
are microdata: information on the particular characteristics
of the people who became recipients as well as on those
who were eligible but did not participate, and information
on conditions in the communities in which caseload
changes took place. The proposed project seeks to determine whether the addition of microdata to aggregate data in
a caseload model would significantly improve its reliability
and usefulness in policy evaluation. Aggregate data will be
taken from information available by state on caseloads,
benefit levels, unemployment rates, and labor market characteristics at particular time periods over years past.
Microdata will be drawn from the national AFDC Characteristics Surveys conducted biennially from 1967 to 1979,
from the federal AFDC Quality Control research files
available annually since 1981, from the Survey of Income
and Program Participation (1984-85), the Panel Study of
Income Dynamics (1968 to the present), and the annual
Current Population Surveys (1967 to the present). Several
types of models will be constructed and their results compared.

3.

The Welfare Employment Program Data Project
Michael Wiseman, Professor of Public Affairs, University of Wisconsin-Madison

Congressional formulation of the Family Support Act of
1988 was influenced by the results of program evaluations
conducted by the Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation. Under contract with individual states and with
funding from the Ford Foundation and other nongovernmental sources, the Corporation conducted evaluations of
over half of the many state welfare-employment demonstration programs permitted by the 198 1 Omnibus Budget
Reconciliation Act. The data collected in the course of the
evaluations remain with the Corporation, since preparation
of public use tapes was not a contractual requirement. Data
tapes would permit alternative exploration of the evaluations by other investigators and further mining of the valuable information collected, which emanated from such
institutional sources as welfare payment records and employers' reports of earnings, and which in general offer
historical data on the dynamics of welfare dependence. The
project will investigate the feasibility of assembling public
use tapes for the major demonstrations evaluated by the
Corporation and for similar projects evaluated by other
contractors.

Mentoring of at-risk students
by Vilna Bashi

Vilna Bashi is a graduate student in economics at the University of Wisconsin-Madison.

Mentoring caught the public's attention in the late 1970s
when the Harvard Business Review published two articles
on mentoring in the business setting. The first (published in
1978) was titled "Everyone Who Makes It Has a Mentor."'
In it three foodchain executives were interviewed about
their careers (the generalization implied by the title was left
unsubstantiated). The second2 presented data collected on
successful executives and found that two-thirds reported
having had a mentor. On average, those in the study who
had mentors were likely to earn more at a younger age, be
better educated, and be more satisfied with their jobs and
careers. After these articles, subsequent writings focused
mainly on the importance of mentors in teaching career
skills (like networking) to young professionals or in furnishing certain keys to "success."
In the 1980s the mentoring focus shifted to an educational
setting. The I Have a Dream (IHAD) program began in
1981 when multimillionaire Eugene Lang spoke before an
East Harlem (New York City) sixth-grade class and offered
the students college tuition guarantees if they completed
high school. (IHAD includes a mentoring component in
addition to the tuition g ~ a r a n t e e . The
) ~ event set off a new
wave of mentoring programs in public high and junior high
schools, mainly to combat high dropout rates and encourage postsecondary school matriculation. Mentoring programs are also found at the college or university level,
where they exist chiefly to encourage students to stay in
school or to direct students toward certain career options.
Mentors for both secondary school youth and college students are usually seen as serving as role models and are
implicitly charged with helping students navigate the
school or university system.
Mentoring now abounds in both business and academic
settings. School programs can be found in elementary

schools, junior high schools, high schools, and universities.
So-called mentoring programs are also in place to assist
graduate students, junior faculty, and junior administrators.
Some programs are designed to work with the gifted as well
as the disadvantaged, to target certain fields, and to target
underrepresented population subgroups. According to
Sharan Merriam,
One of the more intriguing topics to have emerged in
several fields within the last few years is that of
mentoring. The subject of talk shows, business seminars, journal and magazine articles, the interest in
mentoring has reached, in one writer's terms, "mania"
proportions. The listener or reader is told that mentoring
is the key to career and academic success, as well as a
necessary ingredient in psycho-social d e ~ e l o p m e n t . ~
But now, after nearly fifteen years of what one might call
"the mentoring experience," and volumes of literature
(both academic and popular) on the subject, it is still unclear how mentoring works, and how well it works, if in
fact it works at all. In an attempt to determine from the
extant literature what is known about the mentoring process, this article summarizes the findings of research on
mentoring in the educational setting, focusing specifically
on programs that put at-risk or disadvantaged young people
together with mentors.

Dearth of empirical research
An extensive search for empirical literature on mentoring
of at-risk students showed truly meager results. (The studies-and their drawbacks-are examined in the next section.) This is not to say that because one finds little empirical work on the issue, there is little "out there" to study.
Cora Marrett notes that as the number of programs designed to help minority or at-risk students has grown, so has
the mentoring component in such programs become widespread. She attributes this expansion to the education literature coming out in recent years in support of the idea:
[The literature suggests that] some degree of sponsorship would be important, particularly for those on the

margin. It is very well known that successful people had
mentors, and that mentoring is especially important in
scientific careers.'
Despite our readiness to incorporate mentoring into existing programs and create new programs where the primary
focus is on mentoring, we cannot say we know what the
results of mentoring are. Several reasons are offered for this
lack of empirical evidence. When talking with program
coordinators and other authorities on mentoring, one is
confronted with the well-known explanation that evaluation is difficult and expensive, and therefore not often a
priority for program operators. Those outside the programoperation process may be unable to initiate independent
evaluations because of lack of data. However, researchers
are not inculpable-problems exist not only in data collection and program design but with evaluation design as well.
(On this I elaborate below.) The vast majority of work
written on the subject is still, as Sharan Merriam wrote in
1983, "relatively uns~phisticated."~
There exist questions about who should be a mentor. On
this question, Marc Freedman suggests that "the most effective elders were those who had not lived what would be
considered 'successful' lives."' Indeed, no clear definition
exists of what a mentor is, nor what qualifies as a mentorprotCgC relationship in an academic setting. The various
empirical studies defined the word differently. In one,
"mentors" were community members (outside of the college system); in another faculty members served as "mentors." A third carefully made distinctions between teachers
and mentors, implying a teacher could not be a mentor.
Concha Delgado-Gaitans uses the term "mentor" to describe both parents and teachers of alternative programs.
Henry Trueba and Delgado-Gaitan, in their ethnographic
study of ten Chicano and four Anglo families in Colorado,
present a descriptive but rather convincing account of "the
way parents function as agents of academic socialization,
especially in their role as mentor^."^ They pose the idea that
students who stayed in school had a great deal of family/
parental support, and that this is "essentially a mentorship
role played by the parents."1°
Other academic literature on mentoring (i.e., that either
showed no empirical results or did not explicitly use at-risk
students as protCgCs) showed similar lack of consensus on a
definition, although there was agreement about the origin
of the word. Most assumed it was a reference to Mentor in
Homer's Odyssey, to whom Ulysses entrusted his son
Telemachus. Mentor was to guard, guide, and teach
Telemachus while Ulysses was away. Beyond this attribution and perhaps other descriptive statements, there were
usually no more definitive statements on what it is that a
mentor is meant to do. Often the words "mentor," "guide,"
"sponsor," and "role model" were used interchangeably.
Daniel Levinson, in probably the most quoted book on
mentoring in adult development, has a concept of the mentor that includes being a "teacher," "sponsor," "host,"
"guide," and "exemplar." Further, he says that the mentor is

one who provides "counsel and moral support in times of
stress," and who enhances the development of "skills and
intellect."" Levinson also describes mentoring as an intense "form of love relation~hip."'~Laurent Daloz has a
definition of "mentor" that is even more vague:
Mentors are guides. They lead us along the journey of
our lives. We trust them because they have been there
before. They embody our hopes, cast light on the way
ahead, interpret arcane signs, warn us of lurking dangers, and point out unexpected delights along the way.I3
Merriam's work makes a significant contribution here:
Studies that incorporate Levinson's and Daloz's definitions
tend to find fewer incidences of mentoring than those that
tend to broadly define it as a helping, sponsorship-type
a~tivity.'~
Evidently the lack of consensus on the definition of a
mentor has implications for evaluating the results of
mentoring programs.

Empirical studies of mentors for at-risk youth
Three empirical evaluations of mentoring programs list
retention in school among the goals of the program: (1) the
year-end report of the "Faculty Mentoring System for Minority Student Retention," at Glendale Community College, in Arizona, evaluated by JosC Mendoza and Carl
Samuels; (2) the 1977 evaluation by Martin Obler and
others of the Teacher-Mentor-Counselor (TMC) Program
at Brooklyn College, New York; and (3) the study by
Angelo Atondo and others on the Puente Project at Evergreen Valley College in California.
As can be gathered from the program title, the Mentoring
System at Glendale Community College targets minoritystudent retention as its sole objective. Mendoza and
Samuels's findings suggest that the program's utilization of
faculty members (who volunteer) as "personal counselors/
mentors" for minority students does have a positive impact
on student retention and student "sustainment." The evaluation included data on both control and treatment groups,
and found that the mentored sample ended the program
with a lower grade point average (2.09) than controls (2.60
for each of two control samples), but that more of those
mentored (94.5 percent of the treatment group as opposed
to 70 percent and 72.5 percent of controls) finished the
semester. The researchers drew no conclusions about the
effects of mentoring but acknowledged their results, suggesting that "the Faculty Mentors [may have] emphasized
staying in school and completing courses at the expense of
higher grades."'They also noted that the "risk of attrition
is greatest for new first time minority students who fail to
apply for financial aid-therefore these students would
most benefit from future mentoring/retention/student-success efforts."I6 But if these students left school because
they could not carry the financial burden, it is valid to

question whether better financial aid outreach would show
results similar to the "mentoring" component. In other
words, researchers here may be attributing to mentoring
benefits that do not accrue (solely) from a mentor-protCgC
relationship, and could result from interactions (such as a
talk with a financial aid officer) that one would be hard
pressed to classify as mentoring.
A second study evaluated the Teacher-Mentor-Counselor
(TMC) experiment of Brooklyn College, which operated to
both retain disadvantaged, underprepared minority students
admitted under the "Seek" and open admissions programs,
and to combat the "revolving door" syndrome whereby
students enter and leave the college system with little
change in their academic abilities.I7 The primary focus of
TMC was to correct reading and writing deficiencies using
a coordinated interdisciplinary approach to remediation,
although mentoring, not tutoring, was said to be the focus
of the program.
For example, in one unit containing English and political science, the political science instructor lectured on
ethnic and racial relations in America, while the English
instructor analyzed a novel covering racial conflict in a
colonial empire and required written papers on the subject matter. Similarly, in a Spanish class students were
required to read a translated work of a novel covered by
the English instructor, while the remedial reading instructor reviewed comprehension problems from both of
the required texts.''
TMC therefore included not only teacher mentors for students but it also coordinated the work of program staff and
instructors. The evaluation was designed to compare treatment and control groups served during the first five years of
TMC operation. The most characteristic feature of the program was the built-in structure that encouraged constant
interaction among students and instructors, counselors, and
remedial staff. The experimental group had daily contact
with this support group, whereas the control group had
many fewer contacts. They had half as many conferences
with instructors; one-third the number of contacts with
counselors, and one-sixth the number of meetings with the
remedial staff. The variables used to assess the effects of
mentoring were retention, number of credits completed
during freshman and sophomore years, and (positive or
negative) grade deviations from their previous semester's
grade-point average. Findings from 1970 and 197 1 (years
which were comparably evaluated) are summarized in
Table I.
These results show that the program increased the percentage of students retained, with more of those retained completing more credits with better grade-point averages than
they had before. The years 1972-73 and 1973-74 showed
similar results: treatment students attempted and accumulated more credits than controls. Significantly, those receiving the treatment had higher freshman GPAs and more
credits completed, but in their third semester (when they
left the program) both these indicators showed a drop,

Table I
Brooklyn College Teacher-Mentor-Counselor Experiment,
Selected Program Results, 1970-1971

1970
Treatment Control

1971
Treatment Control

% retained to

junior year
Of those retained,
% with positive GPA
deviations
Mean credits
completed

56.8%

38%

62.4%

58%

64%

-

70.4%

46.7%

51

46

-

-

Source: Martin Obler, Kim Francis, and Robyn Wishengrad, "Combining of Traditional Counseling, Instruction, and Mentoring Functions
with Academically Deficient College Freshmen," Journal of Educational Research, 70 (no. 3, 1977). 102-147.
Note: The numbers in the table were gleaned from the text, and dashes
are placed where the appropriate figures were not presented in the paper.
Differences between treatment and control groups in 1970 are reported
to be significant at the ,001 level, and in 1971 at the .05 level (see Obler
et al., pp. 144-145).

which picked up immediately the next semester--above
their control counterparts. This gap increased in subsequent semesters.19 The success of this program is not in
dispute, but the inferences one can make for the effects of
mentoring are questionable. Although treatment students
fared significantly better than did the controls, researchers
"could not isolate the specific variables contributing to
student academic success. Lack of adequate controls, staff
personality factors, and the contribution of counseling vs.
instructional programs were not isolated. Thus, although
we know that integration of services within a team approach has been successful at Brooklyn College, we do not
know why."*'
The Puente Projects are designed to provide the elusive
benefits of mentoring to students with language barriers on
top of the problems of other at-risk students. Operating at
ten California community colleges, the program seeks to
retain students in school, to encourage them to complete
general education requirements (including English), and to
increase transfer to four-year colleges. The project teams an
English teacher, a Hispanic counselor, and Hispanic professionals acting as mentors for Hispanic students. The study,
carried out by Angelo Atondo, Mauro Chavez, and Richard
Regua, compared 115 Puente students (not randomly selected) with 273 controls (who took similar courses on their
own) over a three-year period with significant results. Their
findings were as follows:

89 percent of the Puente students completed English
330 (entry level) compared to 46 percent of other
Hispanic students
70 percent of the Puente students completed English
1A (the next level) compared to 8 percent of other
Hispanic students

tion tested for academic persistence as well as persistence
"in good standing" using a treatmentJcontro1 design. Researchers stated that there was a great deal of enthusiasm by
the participants, but no statistically significant differences
between the two groups with either outcome variable.

Puente students completed English 1B at a rate 14
times higher than their counterparts

Variation in program design

Puente students were three times as likely to remain
enrolled at Evergreen Valley College (53 percent vs.
17 percent)

The structure (and presence or absence) of given program
components and the settings in which mentoring takes
place are likely to be relevant to the effectiveness of the
program itself. Some work has been done to classify
mentoring programs by their design, and discuss the merits
of various designs, although no empirical results are available.

All 21 of the Hispanic students who began English
330 in fall 1983 and 1984 and who had received or
applied for an Associate's degree by fall 1985 were
enrolled in the Puente Program
All 14 of the students from the original group who
transferred to a four-year college were Puente students.
The researchers concluded:
This process of linking classroom learning with community mentors has proven highly successful. Most certainly, students not only gained a greater understanding
of "what it takes" to "make it," but students learned that
professional success did not mean, as some students
asserted, "forgetting who you are." Students developed a
greater appreciation and respect for the ability of mentors to effectively bridge two worlds.21
Unfortunately, the paper contained no discussion of the
activities in which mentors and protCgCs took part, nor how
much time they spent together, or if these factors are significant in the mentor-prottgC relationship.
My search for empirical evidence on mentoring at-risk
youth uncovered two additional studies; their conclusions
will be briefly summarized here. Somewhat contrary to the
results above (but confirming Marrett's statements on mentoring in scientific fields), a study of the Francis Marion
College, Florence, S.C., mentor program reports that
T h e one clearly significant finding . . . showed
mentoring to have a negative effect on the academic
performance of black freshmen possibly because as the
college satisfaction of blacks increases, their academic
performance decreases. Mentoring in general was not
found to be academically beneficial except for male and
white Liberal Arts majors and all Science majors.
Mentoring was found to have generally positive effects
on the college satisfaction of only Undecided students,
but as with black students, satisfaction scores of the
Undecided students were inversely related to academic
performance scores.22
Vivian Boyd and others studied the results when black male
freshmen were paired with alumni within the same fraternity who were designated to act as mentors.23Her evalua-

Partnerships of organizations for mentoring
Mentoring programs are often the result of cooperative
efforts of high schools and colleges, corporations and
schools, or other collaborations. According to Carol Ascher
and Wendy S ~ h w a r t z however,
,~~
high school-college
collaboratives generally have limited effectiveness. Among
eight types of efforts made under these joint endeavors,
they list "tutoring, mentoring and skill-building" as the
third and report that the general perception is that high
school personnel benefit more from contact with the college than does the disadvantaged student.25Richard Lacey
has distinguished between school-business partnerships
which may resemble IHAD and the IHAD program itself.
The results he presents on IHAD make it difficult for one to
form conclusions about IHAD's e f f e ~ t i v e n e s sNonethe.~~
less, his writing is definitely sympathetic to IHAD. He
argues that although school-business partnerships have a
mentoring-type structure, they cannot be as effective as
IHAD.
Such projects have typically been most successful when
they emphasize three characteristics: first, mutual involvement of individuals from the school and the company-a focus on individuals' time and effort rather
than corporate financial contributions; second, firm
commitments from both parties, often in the form of
contracts; third, strong leadership from the t o p b o t h
the chief executive officer of the company and the
school principal. . . .
Three drawbacks of school-business partnerships, however, contrast with and illuminate the strengths of I Have
a Dream. First, the commitments are essentially between
organizations rather than individuals. Consequently,
when organizational priorities change, the commitments
change as well. Second, the commitment to partnership
is usually tentative and conditional, depending greatly
upon factors such as economic conditions and the tenure
of top management. The third drawback is that partnerships cannot mobilize and deliver services to individual
youth over the period of time required in I Have a
Dream.27

Lacey further argued that neither can coordinated social
service delivery programs do the job:

university in which the program is based, or transferable to
any university the student chooses.

[These] programs focus on a range of necessary academic and social supportive services at the school level.
A fundamental difference [between these programs and
IHAD] is the lack of a personal sponsor and extended
supportive services. Social and recreational services,
tutoring and other resources are delivered primarily by
volunteers or government employees whose commitment is limited.28

These designs may range from something very like the
sponsorship model . . . to a guarantee to selected students in selected cities in one state that is usable only at a
particular university campus. The assumptions about
what students need in order to succeed may vary from
the broadest assessment and most comprehensive services to little more than the guarantee alone. Programs
with guarantees limited to a specific university campus
may also reflect past problems of student adaptation, and
may therefore stress activities to familiarize students
with specific campus facilities and locations, academic
demands, and student culture to help assure that students
who eventually attend are ready to do their best and do
not have to endure unnecessary shocks or surprises.30

Although Lacey claims to distinguish "true" mentoring
programs from school-business partnerships and social service delivery programs (not-in his opinion-mentoring
programs), nowhere else was such a distinction made.

Tuition guarantees and mentoring
A number of programs combine postsecondary tuition
guarantees with mentoring. In a study of private programs
that guarantee student aid for college, the U.S. General
Accounting Office identified four different tuition-guarantee programs, two of which are relevant to this discussion
by virtue of their mentoring components: these are "sponsorship" and "university-based" programs. Although nothing was said about the effectiveness of either type, GAO
researchers were able to characterize the major features of
each. Sponsorship programs (the I Have a Dream program
and those modeled after it) are ones, again, which offer
college tuition to a selected class of students still at the
junior high or elementary school level. Individual sponsors
(or those designated by community or corporate sponsors)
agree to serve as mentors and arrange to pay for staff and
services throughout the schooling years.

Conclusion
There exists no clear definition for what a mentor is, nor
what qualifies as a mentor-protCgC relationship, nor how
this relationship really works. For example, recall that the
finding of the Mendoza and Samuels study raised the question of how a mentor might differ from a good financial aid
counselor. And the studies by Delgado-Gaitan and by
Trueba and Delgado-Gaitan classified both teachers and
parents as mentors. Merriam writes: "As yet, studies from
educational settings reveal no clear notion of how a mentor
is different from an influential teacher, and, if they can be
differentiated, how pervasive mentoring actually is in this
~etting."~'

These programs' designers appear to view the young
persons' whole lives as being at risk, often on account of
the disadvantaged community or neighborhood where
the students' school is located. Accordingly, sponsorship programs may aim to supply the emotional support
and total involvement of a substitute or added parent,
together with a supportive small group of other young
people undergoing similar changes of outlook, and bolstered by a wide range of services. The implication is
that the types of support students need to get to college-academic, emotional, financial-are needed early
but are not available in their immediate communities,
and that strong external intervention can raise the expectations of those around the young person both at home
and school. In their strongest form, such programs aim
to radically restructure, from a relatively early point, the
forces affecting poor children's lives.29

Marrett notes that programs often have very specific guidelines as to how much time mentors and protCgCs must spend
together, of what activities are important, but that these
guidelines are often written out of past practice or by hook
or by crook. (She mentions the importance of apprenticeships in job training as an example of past practice that
supports mentoring-type initiatives.) Marrett suggests that
mentoring programs are designed with particular goals in
mind-they are developed to respond directly to particular
problems, and it is the problem the designers have in mind
that will determine how the program works, who comprise
the pool of mentors, etc. Although information may be
lacking as to what mentoring itself does, she says that the
problems the programs are meant to solve are often well
defined, and there is an implicit assumption that mentoring
is a strategy that will help. According to Marrett, absent any
empirical evidence, administrators claim that "folk wisdom" suggests that mentoring works.

University-based programs include tutoring or other academic support and assistance, "personal mentoring," summer or school-year "enrichment experiences," developed at
a specific university. The programs the GAO discusses are
ones that offer a tuition guarantee in addition to these
characteristics, with the guarantee either restricted to the

If Marrett's assessment of the field is correct, problemidentification led to practice, both of which preceded empirical research. Whether these stages evolved in the most
efficient or propitious sequence is arguable, but surely empirical evidence is needed to determine if mentoring solves
the problems for which it was developed. At present, such

evidence seems to be nonexistent. To illustrate, of all the
administrators I contacted who were engaged in running
mentoring programs, only one could cite evidence that
mentoring works, and the evidence offered came not from a
study on mentoring, but from research on "persistence" and
" i n t e g r a t i ~ n . "Often,
~~
literature on role models is cited to
support the value of mentoring, and the two may be related,
but it may be incorrect to infer that mentors assigned to, or
volunteering for such roles, will serve the same purpose as
a role model.
William and Marilynne Gray, in the Proceedings of the
First International Conference on Mentoring, admit there
is "not much research evidence available that says what
works and why, and what doesn't and why not," yet
P. F. Mosqueda and Robert Palaich still declare that
"mentoring's current popularity indicates that the human
connection is missing for a large number of young people
growing up today."" That may be the case, but it does not
justify applying a concept that we know little about to
problems that may be better solved with alternative approaches. In fact, Evelyn De Jesus, project coordinator for
THAD, Chicago, warns that the "connection" that is to be
made is crucial to the success of the program. She summarized familiar complaints she has heard from the students:
"We don't need anyone to feel sorry for us."
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Obtaining IRP Publications
The Institute for Research on Poverty offers three free
publications: FOCUS, which contains articles on current,
major issues related to poverty in language intended for the
general reader; INSIGHTS, an occasional bulletin that highlights recent research findings; and our catalogue, RECENT
PUBLICATIONS, which lists Discussion Papers, Reprints,
Special Reports, Focus articles, and books.
Discussion Papers and Reprints may be purchased individually or as part of a subscription package. Recent discussion papers have explored the connection between poverty and mortality rates across races, the effects of child
care subsidies, the Eamed Income Tax Credit, and the
influence of parents' education on the high school graduation rates of their children. IRP Reprints are articles written
by affiliates that have been published in scholarly journals.
Special Reports are prepared for government agencies,
committees, or commissions. They vary in price and must
be purchased individually.

To order any of these publications, please check the appropriate box on the order form at the back of Focus.
New subscribers to either the Discussion Paper Series or
the Reprint Series receive back issues dating from the beginning of the current subscription year. Subscribers to
both Discussion Papers and Reprints receive alternate mailings of one and then the other about every six weeks,
beginning in September of each year. Subscribers to either
Discussion Papers or Reprints receive mailings about every
twelve weeks. Approximately 50 Discussion Papers and
Reprints are produced by IRP affiliates in the course of a
year.

IRP summer research workshop:
Problems of the Low-Income Population
The second annual summer research workshop focusing on
applications of new methods of empirical analysis to poverty research was held June 18-21, 1991. Organized by
Robert Moffitt, Brown University, Charles F. Manski, IRP
Director, and Robert Mare, University of Wisconsin-Madison, this series of workshops is designed to build a community of research interest around topics concerning the lowincome population and to draw junior researchers into the
field. The following presentations were made:

Christopher Jencks, Northwestern University, and Susan
Mayer, University of Chicago, "Recent Trends in Economic Inequality: Income vs. Expenditures vs. Material
Well-Being"
Discussant: Rebecca Blank

Rebecca Blank, Northwestern University, "Why Were Poverty Rates So High in the 1980s?"
Discussant: Christopher Jencks, Northwestern University

Alan B. Krueger, Princeton University, "Does Compulsory
School Attendance Affect Schooling and Earnings?" (with
J. Angrist, Harvard University)
Discussant: Charles Manski

George Borjas, University of California, San Diego, "Ethnic Capital and Intergenerational Mobility"
Discussant: Glen Cain, University of Wisconsin-Madison
Thomas DiPrete, Duke University, "Industrial Restructuring, Organizational Labor Markets, and the Mobility Response of American Workers in the 1980s"
Discussant: Andrew Newman, Ohio State University
William Evans, University of Maryland at College Park,
"Measuring Peer Group Effects: A Study of Teenage Pregnancy" (with W. Oates and R. Schwab, University of Maryland at College Park)
Discussant: Ronald Mincy, Urban Institute
Peter Gottschalk, Boston College, and Robert Moffitt, "Cohort Effects in the U.S. Earnings Distribution"
Maria Hanratty, National Bureau of Economic Research,
"Escaping the Welfare Trap: The Impact of Job Training on
Welfare Duration in Massachusetts"
Discussant: Jeffrey Grogger, University of California,
Santa Barbara
Lingxin Hao, University of Iowa, "Unwed Mothers' Entry
into and Exit from the Labor Market: The Effect of Kin and
Welfare Support among Blacks and Whites"
Discussant: Michael Keane, University of Minnesota
Joseph Hotz, University of Chicago, and Lingxin Hao,
"Kin Support, Welfare, and Out-of-Wedlock Births"
Discussant: Duncan Thomas, Yale University

Thomas Kane, Harvard University, "College Cost and the
Timing of College Entry"
Discussant: Walter Oi, University of Rochester

Thomas MaCurdy, Stanford University, and Thomas Mroz,
University of North Carolina, "Measuring Macroeconomic
Trends in Wages from Cohort Specifications"
Discussant: Gary Burtless, Brookings Institution
Charles Manski, "Adolescent Econometricians: How Do
Youth Infer the Returns to Schooling?"
Discussant: Kenneth Wolpin, University of Minnesota
Susan Mayer, "Are There Economic Barriers to the Use of
Physician Services?"
Discussant: Peter Gottschalk
Ronald Mincy, Urban Institute, "Marriage and Welfare Use
among Young Women: Do Labor Market, Welfare, and
Neighborhood Factors Account for Declining Rates of
Marriage among Black and White Women?" (with G.
Duncan, University of Michigan, and S. Hoffman, University of Delaware)
Discussant: Robert Mare
David Ribar, Pennsylvania State University, "Teenage Fertility, High School Completion, Adult Labor Supply, and
Adult Wages"
Discussant: Sanders Korenman, Princeton University
Mark Wilhelm, Pennsylvania State University, "Bequest
Behavior and the Effect of Heirs' Earnings: Testing the
Altruistic Model of Bequests"
Discussant: Joseph Altonji, Northwestern University

Poverty research seminars
Postdoctoral Fe\\owship Opportunities
During the 1990-9 1 academic year, three seminars on poverty research, sponsored by the Institute for Research on
Poverty and the Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation in the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, were held in Washington, D.C., in an
attempt to present policy-relevant poverty research to those
actively engaged in designing public policy. The seminars
were open to the public as well.

Incentive Effects of the U.S. Welfare System: A Review was
presented by Robert Moffitt, Brown University, on November 13, 1990. Moffitt's paper is available from IRP as
Special Report no. 48, March 1990.

OBRA's Bequest: The Work-Welfare Demonstrations Revisited, a discussion of the connection between research
and policy, focusing on the employment and training programs of the 1980s, was presented by David Greenberg,
University of Maryland-Baltimore County, and Michael
Wiseman, University of Wisconsin-Madison, on January
28, 1991. The paper on this topic is forthcoming as a
chapter in Evaluating Welfare and Training Programs, ed.
Charles F. Manski and Irwin Garfinkel (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1992). A draft of the chapter can
be obtained from IRP.

Small Grants Research Seminar. The winners of the 1990
Small Grants competition discussed their findings, and discussants commented on the policy implications, on April
26, 1991. The individual papers, which will be entered in
the IRP Discussion Paper series, are listed on p. 19 of this
issue of Focus.

The University of Michigan's Research and Training
Program on Poverty, the Underclass, and Public
Policy offers one- or two-year postdoctoral fellowships to American minority scholars to expand
knowledge in this area in all the social sciences.
Fellows will conduct their own research and participate in a year-long seminar on Poverty, the Underclass, and Public Policy under the direction of
Sheldon Danziger, Professor of Social Work and
Public Policy, and Mary Corcoran, Professor of Political Science, Public Policy, and Social Work.
Funds are provided by the Ford and Rockefeller
Foundations. Applicants must have completed their
Ph.D. by August 1, 1992. The application deadline is
January 10, 1992. For an application packet, contact
the Program on Poverty, the Underclass, and Public
Policy, School of Social Work, 1065 Frieze Building,
University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI 48 109- 1285.
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